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Abstract 
Title: Supporting the gastronomic use of underutilised species for social and ecological resilience: 

motivations and challenges in the Cape Town area 

J. Willis 

MA Thesis, Institute for Development Studies, University of the Western Cape 

It is well established that the modern global food system is highly unsustainable, distorted by indus-

trialisation and corporate consolidation, with negative repercussions on the environment and biodi-

versity as well as human health. Innovative approaches are necessary to push food systems to be 

more sustainable, equitable, and healthy for all people regardless of income and wealth. In the Cape 

Town area, the food system is failing to adequately nourish the poor, while climate change poses 

increasing challenges to the region’s agricultural system. Conceptualising food systems as complex 

adaptive social ecological systems and utilising the Multilevel Perspective (MLP) framework, this 

thesis looks at the burgeoning economy in neglected and underutilised species (NUS) in the Cape 

Town area as a potential innovation that could make the local food system more socially and eco-

logically resilient.  

Though at present NUS are only marginally included in the local food system and policy debates, 

they are increasingly appearing in the food service industry, driven by international gastronomic 

trends. They hold potential as climate resilient, nutritionally dense, and socially and culturally sig-

nificant foods in the region, but also carry ecological and social risks. This thesis critically exam-

ines the fledgling NUS economy in the Cape Town area, using participant observation and semi-

structured interviews to unpack its primary motivations and challenges, and ultimately contributes 

towards a better understanding of the NUS economy as it develops locally. 

This research shows that the main risks associated with NUS are negative ecological repercussions, 

privatisation of the NUS economy, and the reproduction and further entrenchment of unequal power 

dynamics in the region. In order to mitigate these risks and actualise the related benefits associated 

with NUS, engagement with the ecological, social, and political context of NUS needs to be signifi-

cantly deepened. This is particularly true for those working in food service, who appear to be dri-

ving the NUS economy, and will require education around sustainability and TEK as well as a fore-

grounding of power-awareness.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction  
1.1 Overview and positioning  

The modern food system is failing to meet the needs of the global population. According to the 

2018 Global Nutrition Report, malnutrition and diet-related non-communicable diseases (NCDs) 

continue to be the leading causes of disability and death (WHO, 2018). Malnutrition, previously 

understood as hunger or undernourishment, is now seen to have three dimensions: the so-called 

triple burden of hunger (or undernourishment), hidden hunger (or micronutrient deficiencies), and 

over-nourishment in the form of overweight or obesity (Gomez et al., 2013). Of the nearly seven 

billion people on earth, more than two billion adults are overweight and obese while almost a quar-

ter of all children under five—or some 150.8 million—are stunted, meaning they have a low height-

for-age; another 50.5 million children in this age range are wasted, meaning they have a low 

weight-for-height, and 38.3 million more are overweight (WHO, 2018).  

This failing system is precarious on many levels. The prevailing and historical focus on agricultural 

production — exacerbated by the Green Revolution, the prescribed solution to undernourishment 

from the 1950s consisting of a package of chemical fertilisers, pesticides, insecticides and selected 

seeds — requires the unsustainable depletion of natural resources and has made food systems in-

creasingly ecologically unsound and vulnerable to the impacts of climate change, population de-

mands, and economic shocks (Pereira, 2017; Gordon et al., 2017). In addition, this system is grow-

ing increasingly concentrated, controlled by a small number of large, consolidated corporations, re-

sulting in the exclusion of small producers, processors, traders and retailers throughout the supply 

chain and giving rise to a global ‘supermarketisation.’ Supermarketisation began in North America 

and Western Europe in the 1960s and 1970s, spreading to Latin America in the 1980s-1990s; it has 

followed with even faster growth in East and South-East Asia and Eastern Europe, and as of the ear-

ly 2000s was only starting in Africa (Reardon et al., 2003). The continent is “led by South Africa 

which has seen a ‘spectacular’ rise since 1994” (Traill, 2006: 164). Enabled by urbanisation and the 

growth of the middle class, supermarketisation in Africa has moved beyond those drivers with the 

new trend of “supermarkets for the poor” (Weatherspoon and Reardon, 2003: 333).   

Dietary diversity, a key component in adequate dietary intake and health, has dwindled drastically 

since the Green Revolution’s dissemination of high-yield varieties of major crop staples (Gomez et 

al., 2013). Of 100,000 known edible plant species, only about 30 are used globally as energy 

sources (FAO, 2014). Currently three quarters of global food needs are dominated by twelve plants 
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and only five animal species, while over 50% of global caloric needs are met by the three staple 

carbohydrates of rice, maize, and wheat (Pereira, 2017; Jaenicke and Höschle-Zeledon, 2006). This 

concentration has produced a food system where only the affluent can afford a healthier, more di-

verse diet (James et al., 1997 in Pereira, 2017). 

The unsustainable trajectory of the global food system is exacerbated in the specific context of 

South Africa, where environmental shocks and socioeconomic challenges are pressurising a system 

already in crisis. Socioeconomically, the legacies of colonialism and apartheid continue to shape the 

South African food system. Though there is enough food available to feed everyone adequately, 

most poor households, meaning those marginalised by colonial and apartheid rule with limited or 

no-change in the post-apartheid era, cannot afford to access it (Ledger, 2016). Income and wealth 

inequality remain among the world’s highest, measured respectively with Gini coefficients of 0.68 

and 0.95, and poverty has increased in recent years (SAHRC, 2018). Consolidation of power and 

profit within the food value chain, food insecurity, and ongoing nutrition transition—where tradi-

tional patterns of food consumption are supplanted by a Western diet high in refined carbohydrates, 

sugars, fats and animal-source foods (Popkin et al., 2012)—have left poor people to shoulder the 

triple burden of malnutrition (May, 2017). Malnutrition in all of its forms hinders the ability of peo-

ple “to live a full life, work, care for their children, be productive, generate a positive cycle, and 

improve their living conditions” (Drimie & Pereira, 2016: 6-7).  

The South African food system is defined by an agrarian system of scarce arable land and water in 

which a small number of mainly White commercial farmers are privileged over the many poor and 

Black smallholder farmers (Drimie & Pereira, 2016). 87% of all arable land in South Africa is 

owned by about 35,000 White commercial farmers, while approximately 4 million small-scale 

Black farmers work the remaining 13% with little connectivity to the formal food system (Pereira & 

Drimie, 2016). This persistently dualistic agrarian system is highly vulnerable to the impacts of 

climate change, particularly in the Western Cape (Pereira & Drimie, 2016).  

A study by the University of Cape Town’s African Climate and Development Initiative unequivo-

cally demonstrated that climate change will have negative impacts on the Western Cape agricultural 

sector, with alarming repercussions on food security as the cost of food staples rapidly rise year to 

year (ACDI, 2016a). Rising annual temperatures, drought, floods, and heat waves will become 

more regular in the province, trends that highlight “the need for a coordinated response from gov-
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ernment and the private sector to mitigate the impact of climate change” (Drimie & Pereira, 2016: 

4). 

Since 2015 the nation has been contending with a prolonged climate-related drought, with a series 

of severe water restrictions imposed on agricultural producers as well as individual consumers 

(Ziervogel, 2019). Water availability has direct impacts on the South African food system, especial-

ly in an agricultural sector dominated by water-intensive, conventional food crops. Cape Town’s 

2018 countdown to ‘Day Zero,’ when the municipality narrowly avoided shutting off the bulk of its 

water supply, has been averted for now; but the countdown stands as a cautionary example of the 

extreme impacts that climate change will cause with increasing frequency and intensity. The 2018 

Special Report by the UN Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change warns that in order to avoid 

some of the most adverse effects of climate change—including grave negative impacts on food se-

curity—greenhouse gas emissions need to be drastically curbed, and the world economy trans-

formed, within only a few years.  

Past responses to the challenges of South Africa’s food system have failed thus far largely due to 

lack of engagement with and support from relevant stakeholders outside government (Pereira & 

Drimie, 2016). Sometimes, “those seeking solutions may be part of the problem. …The policies that 

result, and the manner of their implementation will depend upon the actions, negotiations and rela-

tive powers of those engaging in the process: but also of those that are not” (May, 2017: 20-21). The 

recently formulated Western Cape Government’s Strategic Framework for Household Food and Nu-

trition Security heeds these criticisms, acknowledging in its official overview (titled Nourish to 

Flourish) that government “is not the most influential stakeholder in the food system” and that “im-

proving the food security of the province can only be achieved by building partnerships between 

government, the business sector and civil society” (Western Cape Government, 2016: online). 

Climate-related pressures, as well as urbanisation and food price inflation, have the potential to 

open a window of opportunity in the Western Cape, where prolonged drought continues to affect the 

local agri-food system and particularly the city of Cape Town’s functionality. While destabilising, 

challenges to the South African food system may present opportunities for innovation and the ex-

ploration of new approaches to food system governance and a productive rethinking of the system. 

There are many options, from the re-localisation of city or regional food systems, to new agricultur-
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al development models like agroecology . This thesis conceptualises and questions the growing gas1 -

tronomic economy in underutilised species native to the Cape Floristic Region  (CFR) as a promis2 -

ing area for innovation. This research defines gastronomy by drawing on Brillat-Savarin’s founda-

tional notion that “gastronomy is the reasoned comprehension of everything connected with the 

nourishment of man” (1970: 52), while foregrounding the prevailing understanding of gastronomy 

as “the art of preparing and eating good food” (RAE, 2018 in Rojas-Rivas et al., 2020: 1) with a 

typical focus on “high-end food products and gourmet experiences” (Maberly and Reid, 2014: 272). 

Underutilised species are referred to as neglected underutilised species (NUS), a term grounded in a 

growing body of relevant literature. NUS hold potential as a basket of species that may be climate 

resilient, nutritionally dense, and socially and culturally significant foods in the Western Cape, but 

they are currently only marginally included in the provincial agri-food system and largely absent 

from the food policy debate.  

The social and cultural significance of these NUS foods native to the CFR is of particular interest 

given the political economy and power dynamics of the ‘colonial present’ in South Africa and 

specifically the Western Cape. Though the earliest inhabitants of the CFR, the Khoikhoin and San 

peoples , were dependent on the region’s flora for both sustenance and medicine (Hutchings, 1989; 3

Philander, 2010), traditional ecological knowledge (TEK)  around the use of NUS in the Western 4

Cape has largely been lost (DeVynck et al., 2015; Bvenura & Afolayan, 2015). Reviving the use of 

these foods in an ecologically-sound and socially-inclusive economy could offer an opportunity to 

not only contribute towards a more climate-resilient agriculture and to improve dietary diversity, 

but also to reverse the loss of TEK and Indigenous heritage in the region. 

 Agroecology “simultaneously applies ecological and social concepts and principles to the design and management of 1

food and agricultural systems. It seeks to optimise the interactions between plants, animals, humans and the environ-
ment while taking into consideration the social aspects that need to be addressed for a sustainable and fair food 
system” (FAO, 2018: 1). 

 The Cape Floristic Region (CFR) is a global biodiversity hotspot and the smallest of the world’s six distinct floristic 2
regions. 

 The Khoikhoin and San refer to the hunter-gatherer and pastoralist groups originally inhabiting the CFR since roughly 3

160,000 BP (DeVynck et al., 2016).

 Defined as “a cumulative body of knowledge, practice, and belief, evolving by adaptive processes and handed down 4

through generations by cultural transmission, about the relationship of living beings (including humans) with one an-
other and with their environment (Berkes et al., 2000: 1252).
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1.2 Research problem 

Developing a NUS economy in the Cape Town area poses a number of risks. Wild harvesting of 

NUS could cause ecosystem damage in the CFR, where many vegetation types and microbiomes 

are threatened, on the verge of extinction, or already extinct. This is also true for NUS mono-crop 

cultivation. There is also a risk of entrenching historically-established power dynamics and inequal-

ities (Muller et al., 2016). It is imperative that power dynamics and inequities are considered and 

addressed before the market in NUS of the CFR develops further, so that it does not adversely affect 

those who previously relied on these foods or those possessing TEK around their use. This is par-

ticularly important in the Cape Town area, where colonialism, apartheid and capitalism have con-

tributed to the erasure of TEK belonging to people with Indigenous heritage in the region. Further-

more, the fledgling economy in NUS is being driven in the Cape Town area by high-end chefs, the 

majority of whom are White, operating in a predominantly White-owned industry where South 

Africa’s “colonial past… still dominates our foodscape in 2019" (Daily Maverick, 2019: online). 

With regard to these challenges, and while very limited research has been developed on NUS in SA 

and particularly in the Western Cape, this thesis adopts a specific focus and seeks to build an under-

standing of the motivations and challenges currently encountered by those engaging with NUS in 

the Cape Town area. These stakeholders range from growers, aspiring growers and suppliers, to 

those in the food service industry, as well as educators and representatives of government agencies.  

The research questions are: 

• What motivates stakeholders to engage with NUS in the Cape Town area? 

• What challenges related to the use of NUS are faced by these stakeholders?  

To answer these questions, this thesis has several objectives: (i) compile the primary challenges and 

motivations for stakeholders engaging with NUS; (ii) better understand the NUS economy in the 

Cape Town area as it develops; (iii) discuss possible ways to mitigate the related risks; (iv) actualise 

the related benefits associated with NUS and; (v) contribute learning around the specific role of 

chefs as agents of change in food systems.  

With regard to the second objective, and due to the timeframe and budget limitations of the re-

search, it was not possible to investigate the broader NUS economy in South Africa. As a conse-

quence, this thesis does not provide information about existing stakeholders in other provinces or 

existing stakeholders engaging nationwide, nor information regarding the characteristics of what 
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may be an emerging value chain around NUS (such as the related sale prices and production and 

marketing costs involved).   

1.3 Conceptual framework  

Food systems are inherently complex. They encompass the growing, distributing, processing, ac-

cessing, consumption, and disposal of food, as well as food culture, policy systems and economic 

valuation (Erickson, 2008; Reed et al., 2017). This is a wide breadth of activity in which there are 

numerous interdependent social, political, economic and environmental components and contexts, 

all of which are interacting dynamically with uncertain outcomes (Reed et al., 2017). Two concepts 

can help make sense of complicated systems: the idea of social-ecological systems, defined as “eco-

logical system[s] intricately linked with and affected by one or more social systems” (Anderies et 

al., 2004: 3), and the notion of complex adaptive systems, which are systems of many components 

that interact with each other in unpredictable and unplanned ways, producing emergent properties 

and non-linear adaptation (Folke, 2016). Food systems can thus be understood as complex adaptive 

social-ecological systems, involving feedback loops and compounding interactions at many levels, 

and their study requires analysis of cross-scale interactions to be effective (Folk, 2016; Reed et al., 

2017; Ericksen, 2008).  

Furthermore, the failures of food systems pose so-called ‘wicked problems' (as opposed to tame 

problems), exhibiting behaviour typical of complex adaptive social-ecological systems (Rittel and 

Webber, 1973). Wicked problems are full of complex challenges, with many causes and shifting dy-

namics that prevent ultimate solutions. In a wicked problem, the solving of one problem leads to 

further problems, while the causes keep shifting, ensuring the impermanence and limited efficacy of 

any so-called solutions (May, 2017). The search for solutions to wicked problems, then, must be 

adapted into a search for transformative change, the emphasis no longer on incremental solutions, 

but on shifts towards more resilient, ecologically and socially just systems (Pereira & Drimie, 2016; 

Avelino et al., 2015).  

Transformation of the food system will require radical shifts in human-environmental interactions 

and significant systems change, a complex undertaking road-mapped to some extent through the 

Multilevel Perspective (MLP) framework that treats food systems as multi-scale and multi-level 

(Geels, 2011). Using the MLP framework, the food system can be understood as three nested levels: 

the landscape or macro level, understood as the wider geographic, political, economic and social 
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context; the regime level, which encompasses the prevailing rules, networks, organisations, and in-

frastructures at play; and the niche or micro level, where innovation is safely incubated (Avelino et 

al., 2017; Olsson et al., 2014; Geels, 2011). Landscape-level changes pressurise regimes while 

strong niche-level innovations push them, the destabilisation of a regime at the landscape level cre-

ating windows of opportunity for shifts to take place (Avelino et al., 2017; Geels, 2011). 

The global food system is not sustainable and, despite the deep entrenchment of many negative as-

pects like corporate consolidation, it appears to be on the verge of significant destabilisation due to 

many interacting factors (Melkonyan et al., 2017). Focus on increased production has led to envi-

ronmental degradation, focus on alleviating hunger without due concern for good nutrition has led 

to an epidemic of diet-related disease, while focus on a few standardised and hybrid staple food 

crops is contributing to both loss of crop diversity and dietary diversity (Bioversity International, 

2017). This picture of degradation, disease, and lost diversity is worsening as landscape level pres-

sures in the form of climate change, economic growth, and population dynamics continue to mount 

(Melkonyan et al., 2017). But this destabilisation is also key in its ability to open windows of op-

portunity in the MLP framework.  

It is also imperative to situate South Africa’s own complex food system within the nation’s wider 

political economy. The nation’s status as one of the most unequal societies on earth, where race is a 

key factor influencing poverty and wealth (SAHRC, 2018), as well as its persistently dualistic 

agrarian structure (Hall, 2004), characterise a society that retains many apartheid-era divisions. This 

context is particularly key in considering a possibly emerging NUS economy driven by mostly 

White interests.  

1.4 Overarching research methodology  

Since empirical investigations in complex systems are challenging, a case study approach was em-

ployed for this research, allowing for a fine-grained and context-specific exploration (Stake, 1995). 

This was coupled with a grounded theory approach, allowing for theory to emerge during the re-

search process, as ongoing analysis of the data revealed concepts and themes (Corbin and Strauss, 

2014). The research relied on two main components. Firstly, a literature review and follow-up of 

social media and specialised press was carried out from February to December, 2018. In addition to 

the exploration of the colonial present in South Africa, the South African agri-food system, the po-

tential contributions and challenges related to NUS, TEK as related to NUS, and the role of chefs in 
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food systems, follow-up on the Cape Town area food system was conducted through the collection 

of relevant articles in local or specialised magazines and newspapers (Conde Nast Traveler, The 

Daily Maverick, The Mail & Guardian, etc) as well as social media posts on Instagram, Facebook, 

and Twitter.  

Secondly, fieldwork was conducted by participatory observation and stakeholder engagement 

through interviews. The literature and media reviews as well as much of the fieldwork were done in 

parallel, facilitating useful interactions and incremental research. Stakeholder engagement consisted 

first in participatory observation at two workshops. This served as a preliminary investigation for 

this study, through which various stakeholders engaged with NUS in the Cape Town area could be 

identified. This preliminary investigation of the stakeholder landscape was completed by a series of 

open-ended, semi-structured, in-depth interviews with seventeen stakeholders. Participatory obser-

vation at the workshops was conducted during July, 2018 and interviews were conducted from Au-

gust, 2018 to February, 2019. 

Ethical clearance for this study was obtained from the University of the Western Cape’s Humanities 

and Social Sciences Research Ethics Committee on 28 August, 2018. Written informed consent was 

received from all interviewees. All interviewees gave approval for their interviews to be recorded. 

Interviewees were informed both verbally and in writing about what the study entailed, the desired 

outcomes of the study, and what would be required of their participation. They were informed that 

the outcomes of the research would be shared with them. It was made clear that participation was 

voluntary, that anonymity was assured if requested, and that interviewees could withdraw their par-

ticipation at any time. Additionally, I committed to relating to interviewees in a respectful manner, 

honouring dignity and respecting privacy. 

1.5 Thesis structure  

Chapter 1 gave the broader context of global food systems and the South African agri-food system 

before situating the research problem within these contexts. Chapter 2 presents the literature re-

viewed. Chapter 3 details the methods, fieldwork and the characteristics of the research sample, and 

the limitations of the thesis. Chapter 4 presents the results of the study, followed by a discussion of 

these findings. Chapter 5 begins with an overview of the study and its limitations before presenting 

key findings and recommendations. It concludes with a call for further research. 
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Chapter 2: Literature review  
The literature review begins with the idea of a persistent colonial present in South Africa, used to 

show how the unsustainability of the food system may potentially create a window of opportunity 

for much-needed change or transition. The potential contributions of NUS, as well as the challenges 

their increased use may entail, is then described. NUS occurring in the Cape Floristic Region (CFR) 

are positioned as a basket of food resources that could positively contribute to the agri-food system 

of the Western Cape. This is followed by a discussion of traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) 

related to NUS and a section on the role of gastronomy in food systems change. Lastly, use of NUS 

in the context of Cape Town is discussed.  

2.1 The colonial present in South Africa 

The triple burden of malnutrition in the South African food system and the limitations it imposes on 

the poor’s ability to live full lives and improve their lot can be read as an element of South Africa’s 

'colonial present,’ understood not as the active establishment by superpowers of colonies, but as 

“the endurance, persistence, or reactivation of particular colonial-style relations…  encompassing 

violence, dispossession, occupation, and subjugation” (Fraser, 2007: 836). This conception of the 

colonial present can be applied to South Africa in that the nation’s neoliberal turn after the end of 

apartheid continues, relatively undisrupted, to benefit those who were already in positions of privi-

lege (Keve and Hall, 2018).  

Social and material change has not been transformative, and capital and economic power remains 

concentrated largely among White South Africans (Fraser, 2007). Further illustrating the persistence 

of the colonial present, the South African food system continues to be defined by an agrarian system 

of scarce arable land and water in which a small number of mainly White commercial farmers are 

privileged over the many poor and Black  smallholder farmers (Drimie & Pereira, 2016). These two 5

sectors were presented in the past as reflecting, respectively, modernity and tradition, but in reality 

Black smallholder farming was a key component of ‘racial capitalism’ in the apartheid regime, re-

ferring to the “collusion of racism and capitalist interests” (Lipton, 1985 in Hall, 2004: 213). The 

impoverished sector of Black farming “subsidised industrialisation and economic growth in ‘white’ 

South Africa’s manufacturing and mining sectors” (Hall, 2004: 213). The land reform programme 

Black,  as well as  Indigenous, White and Coloured, will be capitalized in this thesis in line with mounting consensus as 5

well as the latest APA style guidelines. Direct quotes retain their original punctuation. 
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post-apartheid, entrenched in South Africa’s constitution and policy and a vital piece of the trans-

formative agenda, is one of “spectacular underperformance” (Hall, 2004: 214).  

Relegated for some years to minor state programmes, ‘the land question’ reemerged in 2014 at the 

core of national politics and has persisted centrally in both political and public spheres since (Kepe 

and Hall, 2018). It has been further foregrounded by the Presidential Advisory Panel on Land Re-

form, commissioned by President Ramaphosa in late 2018 to “identify solutions… in order for 

South Africa and its government to use the Constitution to execute the Land Reform process” (Ad-

visory Panel on Land Reform and Agriculture, 2019: 105). Kepe and Hall show, in their 2018 Poli-

tikon paper, that South African land reform strategy “constitutes the colonial present” as described 

by Fraser (2007), by maintaining the “control of the land and means of production in the hands of 

whites, corporate and even multinational capital, as well as black elites, while the majority rural 

black population holds insecure land rights and is often beholden to the state and whites for their 

use of the land as ‘partners’” (131).  

The minimal transformation of South Africa means that Cape Town’s poor communities, as before 

and during apartheid, comprise people of colour who are geographically marginalised. These com-

munities have been increasingly overlaid by ‘toxic environments,’ a term coined by Brownell and 

Horgen (2004) in the United States context and referring to environments of high exposure to inex-

pensive, accessible, and heavily marketed high-fat, high-calorie, and high-sugar foods. This fits 

with the increasing supermarketisation of South Africa and the trend of “supermarkets for the 

poor” (Weatherspoon and Reardon, 2003: 333), as well as the country’s ongoing nutrition transition.  

Looking at the Cape Town context specifically, Faranak Miraftab, Professor of Urban and Regional 

Planning at the University of Illinois Urbana, has used the concept of the colonial present in think-

ing about the spatial configuration and social geography of the city. She found that the post-

apartheid urban redevelopment strategies of City Improvement Districts (CID) and Special Rate Ar-

eas have a “keen affinity with the old colonial practice of ‘location creation’”, which insured segre-

gation and access to cheap labour, while contemporary City Improvement Districts “secure and 

promote spaces of consumption” for Cape Town’s elite (2012: 284). The toxic environments im-

posed on marginalised communities—where NUS are often stigmatised—are contrasted by the 

“spaces of consumption” created by CIDs, where a diverse array of foods are far more readily 

available to the well off. Ironically, it is in these “spaces of consumption” that NUS are beginning to 
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appear with increasing regularity in the fine dining restaurants that belong to an industry predomi-

nately owned by, and patronised by, the White and wealthy (Daily Maverick, 2019).  

2.2 Potential and challenges of neglected underutilised species (NUS)  

2.2.1 General review of NUS 

Neglected and underutilised species (NUS) can be understood broadly as outside of the agricultural 

mainstream, regardless of whether they are more specifically or precisely “neglected, underutilised, 

minor, orphan, underexploited, underdeveloped, lost, new, novel, promising, alternative, local, tra-

ditional, niche…” (Global Facilitation Unit for Underutilized Species, 2007: 4). The unsustainable 

production bias of the Green Revolution is being replaced by a global call for more sustainable agri-

food systems in which NUS are increasingly recognised for their potential as climate-change re-

silient, nutritionally-dense crops that can improve food security, diversify diets and preserve food 

culture (Mbhenyane, 2018; Pereira, 2017; Bioversity International, 2017, Bacchetta et al., 2016; 

Coetzee, 2018).  

Furthermore, NUS can help to build resilience through a ‘triple-win’ of farming system diversity, 

agro-biodiversity, and dietary diversity, which could have positive impacts on health for the poor 

currently unable to access the healthier, more diverse diets available to the wealthy (Pereira, 2017; 

iPES-Food, 2016). NUS, generally locally-specific species adapted to their natural environments, 

are therefore valuable for the variety they represent within the food system and because of their 

specific environmental and social appropriateness (Bioversity International, 2017). NUS, as wild 

foods, tend in general “to be richer in micronutrients and bioactive secondary metabolites than cor-

responding cultivated” foods (Bacchetta et al., 2016: 181). They can also have significant roles in 

alimentary traditions and cultural identity (Towns et al., 2013 in Owns & Hackelton, 2018). Around 

the world, approximately one billion people make use of wild foods in their diets (Bharucha and 

Pretty, 2010), while on the African continent NUS have been found to be vital components of 

healthy diet and biodiverse agriculture (Demi, 2014; Wooten, 2016). 

Innovation around NUS can be situated as a powerful niche within the MLP framework, with the 

potential to address key problems in the food system by helping to reorient food innovation systems 

to be more ecologically sound and socially equitable (Pereira, 2017). Pereira’s 2017 case study on 

cassava innovation in Nigeria illustrates this, and though cassava’s status as an NUS (as it is regard-
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ed in recent biotechnology and plant breeding studies) may be arguable given its use as a staple 

crop across Latin America and Africa, “the lessons that can be learned from this case study are ex-

tremely relevant for building up an innovation system for a diversity of crop species” (Pereira, 

2017: 101).  

Along with the positive potentials of NUS, innovation around these foods pose many challenges. 

Several of these challenges are delineated in Pereira’s cassava case study, which discusses the im-

portance of ensuring that the commercialisation of orphan crops and NUS does not adversely affect 

those who used them prior to commercialisation or those holding traditional ecological knowledge 

(TEK) around their cultivation and processing (2017). Power-awareness and ethical approaches to 

knowledge are critical wherever underutilised and Indigenous foods are valorised; wherever TEK is 

drawn upon in innovation, there must be ethical institutions recognising the power dynamics and 

inequities that can accompany such interventions or innovation systems (Pereira, 2017). The edible 

insect movement—similarly characterised as holding potential for ecological stewardship, bio-cul-

tural diversity and food security—is an example of a failure to attain the big-picture impacts of an 

NUS, instead reproducing power relations in global food systems as much as challenging them, 

with little benefit accruing to “those who it claims to empower” (Evans, 2014; Müller et al., 2016: 

134). In Owns and Hackleton’s review of articles referencing “any term… related to African veg-

etables” (a subset of NUS), a steady increase in publications since 2000 indicates firstly the “grow-

ing interest in these species, their uses, and their production systems” (2019: 3). But it also shows 

that much of this interest is coming from non-African countries, illustrating at the very least “the 

need for greater consideration of local and national intellectual or genetic property rights in the use 

and research on these species” (Owns & Hackleton, 2019: 3). 

Another recurrent challenge to the consumption of NUS is the negative perception held by urbanis-

ing populations around these foods as poverty or drought foods with a rural stigma, whereas the 

purchasing of global food system staples like wheat and rice is aspirational (Bvenura & Afolayan, 

2015; Mbhenyane, 2017; Pereira, 2017). As people urbanise in South Africa, often moving from 

rural areas into crowded, peri-urban townships, traditional foods (often NUS) are abandoned for 

foods associated with status, like meat and fast food. As migrants settle into the urban context the 

cost of living increases and people’s food budgets shrink, resulting in a shift to the consumption of 

readily available, cheap and often unhealthy foods, compounding diet-related health issues (Puoane 

et al., 2006).  
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2.2.2 NUS of the Cape Floristic Region (CFR) 

The Western Cape contains much of the greater Cape Floristic Region (CFR), the smallest and most 

diverse of the six Floral Kingdoms of the world (Manning, 2013; Valente et al., 2014). The CFR 

also extends into portions of the Northern and Eastern Cape provinces bordering the Western Cape 

(see Figure 1). The duration since the last ice age in the region has allowed plants to develop and 

speciate in elaborate and complex ways adapted to highly-specific microbiomes, resulting in far 

greater diversity than the comparatively “weedy” plant communities emerging from the more re-

cently ice-bound European and American landscapes (Koopman, 2019). The CFR represents less 

than 5% of the area of Africa, but contains 20% of the continent's species, 70% of which are endem-

ic; this biodiversity hotspot and its many endemic species are highly threatened by conventional 

agriculture (mainly orchards, vineyards and animal farming), as well as urbanisation, development, 

encroachment by alien invasive species, and climate change (Roura-Pascual et al., 2009; Gaertner et 

al., 2012). The Western Cape portion of the CFR experiences hot, dry summers and cold, wet win-

ters. The region’s topsoil is “highly bleached, leached, lacking in soil nutrients, acidic, saline or 

sodic”; soils of this nature are generally considered very poor, requiring all manner of interven-

tion—liming, gypsum application, irrigation, artificial drainage, tillage, among other strategies—for 

the growth of commercial crops (Tembo-phiri, 2019: 21). These poor soils, however, support the 

species uniquely adapted to them without the application of energy or resources and despite often 

scarce freshwater resources (Tembo-phiri, 2019). 

!13Figure 1. Cape Floristic Region  
Source: Brownlie et al., 2005
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Of these species naturally adapted to the CFR’s harsh conditions, many were foraged as foodstuff 

by the first peoples of the region (Bvenura & Afolyan, 2015). More than one thousand indigenous 

edible plant species were documented in the region over the last 300 years, this knowledge largely 

gleaned from observations of the Khoikhoin and San first peoples (DeVynck et al, 2016). Several of 

these plants of the CFR, which sustained the hunter-gatherer lifestyle of the Khoikhoin and San first 

peoples pre-colonially, constitute the basket of NUS of interest in the Western Cape . These species 6

are also wild, indigenous, foraged in a limited way at present and foraged more extensively tradi-

tionally and by pre-colonial hunter-gatherers, thus fitting multiply into the parameters of NUS. The 

wider classification of NUS was chosen for use because its literature is well established and unre-

strictive. The use of NUS attempts to avoid the “disagreement and redundancy” attendant to the 

“discordant lexicon” of terminology used in research about African vegetables (Owns and Hackle-

ton, 2018: 2), while the term is not restricted to only vegetable foods. 

Conventional agriculture in the Western Cape is encountering, as well as creating, more and more 

problems in a very unique ecological system. The province’s Strategic Framework includes a com-

mitment to “promote a climate-resilient low-carbon agriculture sector that is productive, competi-

tive and ecologically sustainable across the value chain,” focusing on crops with a low water and 

carbon footprint, as well as an “inclusive food economy” (2016: online). NUS, as locally-specific 

species adapted to their natural environments, could be developed to create a more climate-change 

resilient agriculture for the region, where soils are widely considered poor. There is somewhat of a 

dearth of academic research on NUS in the Western Cape compared to other South African prov-

inces and regions of the continent, but a 2019 Stellenbosch agronomy research masters recently in-

vestigated the potential of two NUS native to the CFR: soutslaai (Mesembryanthemum crystali-

mum or M. guerichianum) and dune spinach (Tetragonia decumbens) (Tembo-phiri, 2019). That 

thesis found that the cultivation of both seemed to reduce the salinity of soils used in the study 

while helping “increase soil organic matter, CEC [cation exchange capacity], nitrogen and micronu-

trients such as iron, zinc, boron and manganese” (Tembo-phiri, 2019: 49). While this study’s sample 

size was too small for the results to be widely generalised, Tembo-phiri notes that these findings 

correspond with other studies on the use of halophytes  to withstand and even remediate overly 7

saline soil, “open[ing] the door for the utilisation of marginal water such as sea water for food pro-

 The NUS found during the implementation of my research to be increasingly used in Cape Town area food service 6

industry are given in Table 1.

 Plants adapted to growing in saline conditions.7
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duction” (2019: 50). Furthermore, Tembo-phiri posits that “the drought and salt-tolerant nature of 

both dune spinach and soutslaai and their potential to facilitate the availability of other essential soil 

nutrients means new and previously thought unusable land can be brought under cultivation” (2019: 

52). Such preliminary findings indicate the potential of NUS to meet the Strategic Framework’s 

commitment to a more climate-resilient agriculture with a low water and carbon footprint (2016). 

Studies have also begun to illustrate the negative perceptions around NUS in the Western Cape. Du 

Bruin, focusing on community gardens cultivating NUS in the Western Cape, found a primary chal-

lenge among gardeners to be “eras[ing] the negative perception and lack of knowledge on ITFCs 

[Indigenous and traditional food crops]” (du Bruin, 2018: 94). This confirms Kelly’s assessment of 

knowledge of wild edible plants in the Western Cape, aligning with her finding that “aspirations to-

wards modern, urban lifestyles reflect a disregard and loss of knowledge about wild edible 

plants” (Kelly, 2016: 4). Finding ways to surmount these perceptional challenges and shift peoples’ 

taste preferences and behaviour is “one of the critical areas for innovation in the food 

system” (Pereira and Drimie, 2016: 4), and will be key to increasing the use of NUS in the Western 

Cape. It will be imperative to keep the power dynamics and inequities of the colonial present in 

South Africa in mind if NUS of the CFR are to be brought more fully into the Western Cape food 

system. Navigating these dynamics is likely to be challenging in the highly unequal society of 

South Africa. 

2.3 Linkages between NUS, land & traditional ecological knowledge (TEK)  

NUS adapted to the CFR have potential socio-cultural benefits in addition to climate resilience and 

nutritional value, as research increasingly connects wild and foraged food to place-specific notions 

of culture and identity. “Wild foods can represent an inextricable link between people and their 

lands, defining biocultural identity” and strengthening custodianship of local knowledge and indi-

vidual ties to ecosystems and maintaining local food customs (Bioversity International, 2017: 34; 

Bharucha and Pretty, 2010). Foraging is an “interactive and intimate activity,” where “foraged foods 

can convey distinctiveness of local identity, representing ethnicity, culture, landscape, social con-

text, connection to nature and stories of survival and wealth” (Munke et al., 2015: 206).  

NUS, as both wild and historically foraged foods, have potential to link people to landscape and 

local identity and make strides towards the “more inclusive food economy” envisioned by the West-

ern Cape’s Strategic Framework (2016: online). However, much of the traditional ecological 
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knowledge (TEK) around the use of NUS has been eroded (Bvenura and Afolayan, 2015). TEK is 

defined by Berkes et al. as “a cumulative body of knowledge, practice, and belief, evolving by 

adaptive processes and handed down through generations by cultural transmission, about the rela-

tionship of living beings (including humans) with one another and with their environment”, and is 

particularly relevant to food systems, underpinning agrobiodiversity and potentially contributing 

positively to nutrition and health (2000: 1252). Furthermore, TEK may have the ability to “connect 

the present to the past and reestablish resilience” (Gunderson et al., 1997 in Berkes et al., 2000: 

1260). Though the Khoikhoin and San depended on what are now NUS as sources of food and med-

icine, “very little is known about the plant resources the [Khoikhoin and San] peoples of the [CFR] 

used as foodstuffs”: colonial expansion in the 1700s led to the collapse of the Khoikhoin and San 

peoples, with much of their hunter-gatherer tradition lost as consequence (Philander, 2010; De-

Vynck et al., 2016: 60).  

Apartheid subsequently engineered the rejection of remaining Indigenous identity and heritage 

among Coloured descendants of the Khoikhoin and San, enforcing simplistic racial categories to 

keep Coloured and Black South Africans from forming alliances that would threaten White su-

premacist rule (Philander, 2010). Since wild-harvested products are typically accessed through TEK 

passed down through generations (Munke et al., 2015), negation of Indigenous Khoikhoin and San 

identity contributed to the erosion of remaining TEK around the use of NUS in the CFR. The Group 

Areas Acts of the 1950s and 60s and forced removals further separated people from their connection 

to land, uprooting and displacing Coloured families and the descendants of the Khoikhoin and San 

(among many others) throughout the Cape.  

Given these histories, the revival of TEK around NUS in the Cape Town area could be socially sig-

nificant. A 2018 Ecology & Society paper explores food as a method in development practice and 

the findings—though the informing research was conducted in Afghanistan and Tajikistan—may be 

pertinent to the Western Cape’s context. The authors “propose that food as a method can help to un-

earth ideas, old and new, that are true to a place and a people,” which they position as an invaluable 

contribution particularly in contexts of entrenched and unequal power dynamics (Haider and 

Oudenhoven, 2018: 2). In one example, the authors describe how “food seemed to help [a local 

shepherd] to go back to his own life, his youth, his animals. It helped him dig deeper into his mem-

ory, and in that memory emerged ideas that were more of his world… you could say that food is a 

tool of mental archeology: it helps excavate memories and ideas” (2018: 6). Furthermore, a 2019 
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Sustainability paper shows TEK’s relevance “as innovation for present and future agrifood systems 

in diverse contexts” (Guerrero et al., 2019: 17).  

2.4 The role of gastronomy in promoting the usage of NUS 

2.4.1 Gastronomic use of NUS globally  

As challenges to the food system mount, innovation around NUS will become increasingly impor-

tant (Pereira, 2017), with chefs emerging as potential allies in these innovations (Pereira et al., 

2019). Already, “new gastronomies and experimental cuisines within diverse entrepreneurial initia-

tives have shown a growing interest in wild food items, tapping the repertoire of [NUS]” (Bacchetta 

et al., 2016: 181). According to Bioversity International, there is considerable “potential to main-

stream food biodiversity” with the help of the “many chefs [who] are now popularising neglected 

and underutilised biodiversity through restaurants and related food activities” (2017: 41). This po-

tential has been playing out particularly in the wild or NUS foods niche over the past fifteen years, 

as iterations of the New Nordic culinary movement—founded by prominent chefs in Scandinavia 

and focused on an “innovative approach to traditional foods” (Nordic Co-operation, 2019: online)— 

continue to “wash through the world’s top kitchens,” as highlighted by Julia Moskin, food reporter 

for the New York Times (Moskin, 2011: online). 

Before proceeding further with the role of gastronomy in promoting the usage of NUS, the concept 

of gastronomy must be problematised. With the recent proliferation of university food studies and 

gastronomy programs, attempts have been made to more intentionally define gastronomy. In laying 

out the scope of a new Master of Gastronomy degree, Maberly and Reid sought to define gastrono-

my broadly as “the comprehensive study of food culture and food systems…” that “takes seriously 

the question of how to understand and affect food culture, while being sensitive to environmental, 

social, physiological and economic well-being” (2014: 272-273). This definition draws on French 

lawyer and politician Jean-Anthelme Brillat-Savarin’s foundational theory of gastronomy, originally 

published in 1825, which “recognises Gastronomy as an essential multidisciplinary approach to 

food” that “pertains to natural history, physics, chemistry, cookery, commerce, political economy 

and ‘[…] governs the whole life of man’” (2014: 273). Using Maberly and Reid as a case study to 

illustrate the complexity of defining gastronomy, Neill et al. found that “gastronomy has a stronger 

culinary focus [than food studies] (Black, 2014), being more interested in food per se and its rela-

tionship with sister sciences such as cooking, physics, and commerce (Brillat-Savarin, 
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1979)” (2017: 95). I appreciate Brillat-Savarin’s foundational notion that “gastronomy is the rea-

soned comprehension of everything connected with the nourishment of man” (1970: 52). However, 

the understanding of gastronomy as “the science of the kitchen and the art of eating well” (Artusi, 

2003, in Pereira et al., 2019: 2), typically focused on “high-end food products and gourmet experi-

ences” (Maberly and Reid, 2014: 272) as well as the "art of preparing and eating good food” (RAE, 

2018 in Rojas-Rivas et al., 2020:1), has led to prominent stereotypes in gastronomy and a dichoto-

my that privileges ‘chefs’ over ‘cooks’ (Pereira et al., 2019: 2). This thesis therefore deploys gas-

tronomy as a useful umbrella for the domain of chefs and food service, while acknowledging the 

need to breakdown the stereotypes that disregard the knowledge and skill of ‘cooks’ and create a 

more inclusive definition of gastronomy (Pereira et al., 2019). 

The New Nordic Movement, propelled by famous Nordic chefs like Rene Redzepi and Magnus 

Nilsson, often features NUS in the form of hyper-local and hyper-seasonal wild foods, while “seri-

ously engaging with agriculture and history and making age-old food delightful to modern palates” 

in a way that emphasises regional conditions and tradition (Moskin, 2011: online; Norden, 2008). 

As a consequence, at least in part, of the interest shown in wild foods by famous and leading chefs, 

foraging wild foods “is experiencing a gastronomic revival and is regaining significance in contem-

porary food culture, nutrition paradigms, local economies and society at large,” though conversely 

the use of wild foods is at risk of disappearing in some parts of the world (Munke et al., 2015: 206). 

There is potential to harness this interest in wild foods to “broaden culinary horizons,” while at the 

same time promoting the diversification of food sources and thus more ecological resilient and nu-

tritious food systems (Munke et al., 2015: 206). 

The potential for chefs to be engaged as allies for food systems change is evident at a high level in 

projects like the SDG2 Advocacy Hub, an international guiding body focused on achieving Sustain-

able Development Goal (SDG) 2 with the help of chefs (SDG2 Advocacy Hub, 2017). The Hub 

considers chefs to be the heart of the global food system, capable of reframing challenges to the 

system so that they resonate with the general public, and of curating a dynamic, inclusive, global 

conversation about food that can mobilise stakeholders essential to the transition towards a more 

sustainable food future (SDG2 Advocacy Hub, 2017). As of 2019, the Hub’s ‘Chef’s Manifesto’ has 

gathered input from more than one hundred chefs from 36 countries. 
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Leading chefs themselves have been putting together similar ‘manifestos' for nearly a decade. For 

example, in 2011 a “declaration” was drafted by a number of chefs convened in Lima, Peru for the 

the Mistrua Gastronomic Festival. The chef Dan Barber, whose work is so well-known that he was 

named one of the world’s most influential people in Time Magazine’s annual ‘Time 100’ (Adria, 

2009), described this declaration as “about some of our shared ideas about food and its relationship 

to culture, ecology, health, and the environment,” framing it as “a recognition that the role of the 

chef is changing, and that… the chef increasingly becomes someone who is representing much 

more than cooking in their kitchen” (Ulla, 2011: online).  

Some of these same leading chefs have been driving strategic partnerships with academia. Since 

2011, Yale University’s Sustainable Food Program has partnered with the non-profit MAD (the 

name comes from the Danish word for food), cofounded by Chef Redzepi to “unite a global cook-

ing community with a social conscience, a sense of curiosity and an appetite for change” (MAD, 

2019: online). Chef Redzepi, of the famous restaurant Noma in Copenhagen, is the chef most close-

ly associated with New Nordic cuisine (Moskin, 2011). MAD describes itself as “transforming our 

food system by giving chefs and restaurateurs the skills, community, time, and space to create real 

and sustainable change in their restaurants, in their communities, and across the world” (MAD, 

2019: online). Discussing this partnership, the director of Yale’s program says, “chefs today wield 

unprecedented global influence, which creates an opportunity for them to be effective advocates on 

issues that affect society far beyond the walls of their restaurants…. We brought together two dis-

parate worlds—academia and the kitchen—to start a new dialogue on strengthening the world’s 

food systems” (Cummings, 2016: online). 

Three years prior to the MAD-Yale partnership, Redzepi cofounded the Nordic Food Lab as part of 

the Department of Food Science at University of Copenhagen. The Lab says that it “combine[s] 

craft and science for delicious results,” calling “diversity our starting point and our goal…. the pur-

suit of good food is in itself also the pursuit of biocultural diversity, the pursuit of a future where 

everyone can not only eat, but eat well. Diversity—of autochthonous genetic material, of organ-

isms, of cultural practices, of ideas—is what keeps our world at its most resilient and 

robust” (Nordic Food Lab, 2019: online). The Lab furthermore acknowledges geography “as the 

foundation of gastronomy,” a limitation and constraint that leads to experimentation and the “explo-

ration of our edible surroundings… to create foods that speak truly of their birthplace and their fu-

ture” (Nordic Food Lab, 2019: online). 
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The Nordic Food Lab’s pursuit of “delicious results” is significant considering the perceptional is-

sues often facing the use of NUS. In a paper by one of the Lab’s researchers, exploration of flavour 

is positioned as integral to “enabling the acceptance of novel, unfamiliar foods… be they insects… 

or any of the other neglected, underutilised, ignored or forgotten edible resources whose gastronom-

ic potential it is our mission to rediscover and, as appropriate, integrate into our cooking in cultural-

ly contextual ways” (Evans, 2014: 1).  

2.4.2 Gastronomic use of NUS in the Cape Town area 

Considering the limited but growing use of NUS in the Cape Town area, the presence of percep-

tional issues with these foods, and the CFR’s rich biodiversity and pre-colonial history of hunter-

gatherer subsistence, the area is in some ways primed for the kind of experimentation fostered at the 

Nordic Food Lab. A 2017 sustainable development masters looking at the transformative potential 

of the region’s ‘eco-gastronomic niche’, defined as “a multidisciplinary concept that makes the 

connection between the culinary experience of enjoying quality food and every interconnected issue 

in the broader political, social and environmental context of food production,” found that eco-gas-

tronomic innovations are indeed “providing holistic seeds for change” in the Cape Town area 

(Markey, 2017: 6, 64). While Markey’s study focuses on artisan producers of bread, beer, gin, and 

pork and not directly on chefs and restaurants in the Cape Town area, the study’s findings lay a use-

ful foundation for looking at the role of chefs and gastronomy in the Cape Town food system. 

The burgeoning food scene in and around Cape Town has led to an abundance of high-end restau-

rants in the city and throughout the surrounding winelands. This food scene is increasingly recog-

nised internationally: in 2015, Conde Nast Traveler magazine’s annual ‘Reader Awards’ placed 

Cape Town as the world’s third best city to eat, while in the 2016 version of magazine’s list Cape 

Town came first (Shollenbarger, 2015; Voelker, 2016). Early in 2019, the prestigious World Restau-

rant Awards named the restaurant Wolfgat—a New Nordic-inspired establishment two hours drive 

from Cape Town—‘restaurant of the year’ (World Restaurant Awards, 2019). This award came on 

the back of several national awards: in 2018, the chef-owner of Wolfgat, Kobus van der Merwe, was 

named 'chef of the year’ by South Africa’s leading culinary awards, the EatOut Awards, while in 

2017 EatOut named him ‘the chef’s chef' (Scarborough, 2018; Eat Out, 2017).  
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The restaurants in the Cape Town area contain skilled chefs, many of whom are closely attuned to 

New Nordic cuisine as the world’s preeminent contemporary gastronomic style. Several have gone 

so far as to make their way to Copenhagen, Denmark to attend the non-profit MAD’s annual sym-

posium (see images below). 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Illustration Set 1  
Source: J Willis 
Right: An image of the Instagram account of Executive Chef Eric Bulpitt of Pierneef à La Motte Restaurant on the La 
Motte Wine Estate in Franschhoek, showing Bulpitt posing with Chef Rene Redzepi, founder of MAD, at the 5th annual 
MAD Symposium in Copenhagen.  
Left: An image of the Instagram account of Chef Wesley Randles of The Shortmarket Club in Cape Town, part of the 
Luke Dale-Roberts restaurant portfolio, showing the 5th annual MAD Symposium venue. 
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Chapter 3: Research design and implementation 
3.1 General design 

3.1.1 Methods  

This study utilises a qualitative approach, analysing non-numerical data collected through partici-

pant observation and conversational interviews with stakeholders engaged in the NUS economy in 

the Cape Town area. These research methods were chosen in order to, as DeLyser et al. put it, “ex-

plore and understand actions within specific settings, to examine human relationships and discover 

as much as possible about why people feel or act in the ways they do” (2010: 158). 

Following the literature review and in parallel with aggregation of relevant media, the workflow 

was divided into three parts: participant observation, interviews, and analysis. Participant observa-

tion, which requires time immersed in a setting or culture, allowed me to take in unanticipated in-

formation through being part of various activities and conversations (Bernard, 2011). Semi-struc-

tured, in-depth and open-ended interviews were used for their ability to allow for the collection of 

rich, qualitative data with flexibility. The semi-structured interviews were focused on the following 

two overarching questions and allowed to proceed from there as each stakeholder directed: 1) What 

motivates your engagement with NUS? 2) What challenges have you encountered in your engage-

ment with NUS? The intention behind this open-ended approach was to encourage stakeholders to 

freely discuss their relation to the NUS economy in their own terms, without the insertion of my 

own positioning of NUS into the conversation.  

Interview candidates were chosen through generic purposive sampling, a non-probability sampling 

technique that selects participants on the basis of pre-determinant criteria set by the researcher 

(Given, 2008). This sampling strategy is time and cost-efficient and therefore suited to the timeline 

of this thesis (Bryman, 2012). Engagement with NUS in the Cape Town area was the main criteria 

for this study’s purposive sample. This engagement was initially determined through evidence gath-

ered from Instagram, Facebook, and Twitter, from restaurant materials such as menus, and from 

popular articles illustrating instances where chefs, farmers, or suppliers were using, growing, or 

selling NUS. My existing network and knowledge of the industry  were helpful at this point in the 8

research process, while my journal of participant observations from the two workshops also helped 

to identify stakeholders engaged in the use of NUS in the Cape Town area. Additional interview 

 I have worked in the Cape Town area food service industry in different capacities since 2014. This is further discussed 8

under limitations. 
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candidates were identified via snowball sampling, as well as continued purposive sampling. Inter-

views with an array of stakeholders with different perspectives on the use of NUS were sought in an 

effort to gather as holistic a picture as possible of the motivations and challenges connected to the 

use of NUS. 

All interviews were recorded and then transcribed during the analysis portion of this study. This was 

completed by hand, without the aid of software, over the course of two weeks. This was an involved 

process, requiring me to listen and re-listen, and it served to more deeply familiarise and immerse 

me in the data (Terre Blanche et al., 2006). After this immersion, I then began to make sense of the 

interviews through qualitative content analysis and a grounded theory approach. The qualitative 

content analysis method involves a process of categorising and clustering qualitative data in order 

to identify patterns and categorise data into themes. This is an open, holistic, and comprehensive 

approach, suited to complexity (Kohlbacher, 2005; Given, 2008). The grounded theory approach, 

developed by Glaser and Strauss in the 1960s, allows for theory to emerge during the research 

process without any predetermined outcomes (1967). It is not so much a description of a type of 

theory, as “a general way of generating theory more generically, a way of having ideas on the basis 

of empirical research” (Atkinson et al., 2003: 150).  

Initially, I began coding by drawing out recurring themes, key words or concepts as I worked 

through each of the interviews. Examples of key words and concepts were: knowledge, culture, ed-

ucation, displacement, colonial, tradition, identity, heritage, remembering, empowerment, roots, 

reclaim, reconnect, denial, truth, healing, poverty, journey, greed, capitalism, benefit, sustainability, 

chefs, climate, local, seasonal, power, excitement, uniqueness. I often went back to re-work pas-

sages from previously completed interviews, as connections emerged and solidified and my sense 

of the meaning of the data grew. These codes were then grouped into categories—identity, owner-

ship, spirituality, land, tradition, education, sustainability, food culture, exclusivity, legality—which 

I iteratively refined and condensed as I worked through each of the interviews fully for a second 

time. Ultimately I synthesised these concepts, settling on the overarching categories of knowledge, 

access, and gastronomy. 

3.1.2 Limitations  

This study has a number of limitations. Firstly, my perspective, from which this study was conduct-

ed, contains many layers of privilege and bias: I am an able-bodied, cisgendered, university-educat-
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ed White woman from the United States. Secondly, my perspective remains that of a foreigner and 

an outsider: I lived in the Western Cape for only five years, from 2014 through 2019, marrying into 

a South African family in 2020. The fact that I do not speak Afrikaans or Xhosa, and that I have rel-

atively limited personal and community ties in the Western Cape, further limited this study. There-

fore this study does not address the less visible usage of NUS happening outside of the food service 

industry (the use of NUS within individual homes and communities) and relies on the limited num-

ber of studies looking at NUS usage in the Western Cape that are available (du Bruin, 2018; Kelly, 

2016; DeVynck et al., 2016).  

Additionally, it is important to consider my knowledge of the food service industry in the Cape 

Town area prior to this research and my relationships in that industry. I began this study after some 

four years of professional work connected to the area of study: I moved to the Western Cape in 

2014 to apprentice to chef Kobus van der Merwe of Wolfgat, after which I worked for two Cape 

Town social enterprises on the development of market access for small-scale farmers and small-

scale fishers in the Cape Town area through relationship building with chefs and restaurants. This 

work familiarised me to varying degrees with the restaurants, chefs, fishers and farmers in the Cape 

Town area. These relationships may have influenced what certain stakeholders decided to discuss 

with me, because of their perception of my positioning in the Cape Town area food service industry 

and their perception of my positioning in the burgeoning economy in NUS.   

3.2 Implementation and fieldwork 

The timeline for this study's fieldwork was as follows: review of social and popular media sources 

took place February through December, 2018; participant observation took place on July 9 and 24, 

2018; and stakeholder interviews took place from August, 2018 through February, 2019. 

In addition to the exploration of the literature related to the colonial present in South Africa, the po-

tential contributions and challenges related to NUS, TEK as related to NUS, and the role of gas-

tronomy in food systems change, a careful follow up of social media and popular articles on the 

Cape Town area food service industry was conducted. This included articles in local or specialised 

magazines and newspapers (Conde Nast Traveler, The Daily Maverick, The Mail & Guardian, etc), 

as well as social media (Instagram, Facebook, Twitter). I began this research in February, 2018 

through the collection of social media posts and popular articles containing key words like “Indige-

nous,” “fynbos," “wild,” “local,” and “Khoi San,” as well as plant names like “dune spinach,” “wild 
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rosemary,” “samphire,” or “kapokbos,” etc and recognisable plant images (a selection are given be-

low in Illustration Set 2). Through this collection process, which lasted until December of 2018, I 

was able to both track potential stakeholders engaging with NUS in the Cape Town area while also 

gathering information on NUS native to the CFR being used in the Cape Town area food service 

industry. Table 1 provides information on these NUS.  
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Source: J Willis 

Table 1. NUS used in the Cape Town area food service industry 

Land Sea

Vegetable • Ice plant or soutslaai (Mesembryanthemum guerichianum or M. crys-
tallinum), a succulent leaf 

• Dune spinach (Tetragonia decumbens), a succulent leaf 
• Veldkool (Trachyandra cilliata, T. falcata, T. hirsuta), an asparagus-like 

raceme  
• Sandkool (Trachyandra divaricata), an asparagus-like raceme 
• Kruipvygie (Spalmanthus canaliculatus), a succulent leaf 
• Sorel or suring (Oxalis pes-caprae, etc) 
• Samphire (Salicornia meyeriana, S. Capensis)

• Kelp (Laminaria pallida 
and Ecklonia maxima) 

• Sea lettuce (Ulva fasciata) 
• Laver (Porphyra capensis) 
• Klipkombers (Pyropia 

capensis)

Aromatic • Buchu (Agathosma betulina, Coleonema alba or C. pulchellum) 
• Wild sage (Salvia africana-lutea and Salvia african-cearulea) 
• Wild rosemary or kapokbos (Eriocephalus africanus) 
• Wild garlic (Tulbaghia violacea) 
• Dune celery (Dasispermum suffriticosum) 
• Searsia crenata 
• Pelargonium citronellum, P. graveolens, P. capitatum, P. betulinum, 

tomentosum 
• Wild mint (Mentha longifolia)

Fruit • Sour fig (Carpobrotus edulis or C. acinaciformis or C. quadrifidus) 
• Slaangbessie (Lycium ferocissimum)
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Illustration Set 2, Source: J Willis   
First row, from left: Cocktail containing kapokbos 
called the sakman and hash-tagged #sakman and 
#forage; bar bio including “Indigenous botanicals, 
bitters, shrubs, cocktails & food”. 
Second row: Wild-harvested kelp advertisement; Dish 
containing kapokbos. 
Third row: Dish containing soutslaai (labeled “Sea 
Herbs”); Dish containing dune spinach and wild garlic.   
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Stakeholder engagement consisted first in participatory observation at two workshops in July, 2018, 

run by Stakeholder 15 (referred to in the text as Educator II – see below) in a Cape Town suburb. 

The workshops were intended to begin shifting consumption and production patterns in the Western 

Cape agri-food system to include what Educator II refers to as wild or Indigenous foods by engag-

ing chefs, growers and those with roots in the CFR in inclusive dialogue. Foods referred to as wild 

or Indigenous can also largely be characterised as NUS, and are thus relevant to this research. Ob-

servation at these July workshops served as a preliminary investigation for this study, through 

which additional stakeholders engaged with NUS in the Cape Town area could be identified. The 

workshops were attended by a total of 21 participants, seven falling into the grower category, 

twelve falling into the food service category, and an additional two participants categorised as re-

searchers. I kept a detailed journal recording my participant observations at these two workshops. 

This investigation of the stakeholder landscape was completed by a series of open-ended, semi-

structured, in-depth interviews. These interviews were conducted from August, 2018 to February, 

2019. Seventeen stakeholders, described in Table 2, were identified through the initial participatory 

observations made at the July workshops and through generic purposive sampling and snowball 

sampling. Individual interviews were conducted with eight participants who had attended the July 

workshops. An additional nine interviews were conducted individually with stakeholders engaged 

in the use of NUS who had not attended either of the July workshops. It was important that stake-

holders have different perspectives on the NUS economy, so stakeholders were selected to represent 

an array of roles: these included food service (both chefs and bartenders), growers, aspiring-grow-

ers, educators, suppliers, and government representatives. An additional seven stakeholders were 

identified, but could not be interviewed due to time constraints. Three of these additional stakehold-

ers were in the food service category, and four were in the grower category. 
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The classification of interviewed stakeholders according to their role and identity in Table 3 is pre-

sented in such a way as to highlight where interviewees have ‘roots in the CFR.’ Considering the 

reproduction of power relations as a major risk embedded in the development of an NUS economy, 

it is critical to situate this study in South Africa’s political economy and to take note of the relations 

and distribution of resources among classes, as well as each stakeholder’s personal nearness or dis-

tance from Indigenous heritage and TEK connected to NUS in the CFR. The designation ‘roots in 

the CFR (and elsewhere)’ was decided upon for this thesis with input from stakeholders identifying 

Table 2. Presentation of interviewees
Role Secondary Ac-

tivity 
Status Engagement w/ NUS Gen

der 
Age ID in 

text

1 Grower Supplier Self-employed <5 yrs M 30s Grower I

2 Grower Aspiring supplier Community leader, self-em-
ployed

Roots in the CFR (and elsewhere) M 40s Grower 
II

3 Aspiring 
grower

Aspiring supplier Community leader, self-em-
ployed

Roots in the CFR (and elsewhere) F 50s Grower 
III

4 Grower Supplier Self-employed <2 yrs F 30s Grower 
IV

5 Chef Restaurant owner <4 yrs M 40s Food 
Service I

6 Chef Aspiring grower Restaurant employee < 1 yr F 30s Food 
Service 
II

7 Chef Restaurant employee (colleague 
of stakeholder 8)

<1 yr F 20s Food 
Service 
III

8 Bartender Restaurant employee (colleague 
of stakeholder 7)

< 1 yr F 20s Food 
Service 
IV

9 Chef Restaurant owner <2 yrs M 30s Food 
Service 
V

10 Chef Restaurant owner >10 yrs M 30s Food 
Service 
VI

11 Supplier Grower Business employee <2 yrs M 30s Supplier 
I

12 Supplier Non-profit staff member <1 yr F 40s Supplier 
II

13 Supplier Self-employed >7 yrs F 30s Supplier 
III

14 Educator Supplier Self-employed Roots in the CFR (and elsewhere) F 30s Educator 
I

15 Educator Self-employed >10 yrs F 50s Educator 
II

16 Educator Artist Self-employed Roots in the CFR (and elsewhere) F 30s Educator 
III

17 Govern-
ment Rep

Government employee Roots in the CFR (and elsewhere) M 30s Gov Rep 
I
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as such, preferred over “Indigenous heritage in the CFR” (also considered as a means to indicate 

nearness to Indigenous heritage in the CFR). ‘Roots in the CFR’ will be used hereafter as a short-

ened version of this designation. The term people of colour (POC) is used to indicate where stake-

holders identify as Black, Coloured, Asian or of mixed heritage and non-White. Though the term is 

most commonly used in the United States, it was chosen because it “allows for a more complex set 

of identity for the individual—a relational one that is in constant flux… that better helps to identify 

people with multiple national origins, panethnic backgrounds, or so-called racial makeup” (Vidal-

Ortiz, 2008: 1038). 

Table 3. Racial classification of interviewees

SA POC w/ 
roots in the 
CFR 

SA POC SA White Foreign 
POC

Foreign White Total 
by role

Growers Grower II, 
Grower III

Grower I Grower IV 4

Food Service Food Service I, Food 
Service II, Food Ser-
vice III, Food Ser-
vice V, Food Service 
VI

Food Service  IV 6

Suppliers Supplier I, Supplier 
II, Supplier III

3

Educator Educator I, 
Educator III

Educator II 3

Government 
Rep 

Gov Rep I 1

Total by iden-
tity 

5 1 9 1 1
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Chapter 4: Results 
4.1 Presentation of findings 

A first striking result is how the sample of interviewed stakeholders reflects the existing power rela-

tions in the South African political economy, while their racial dimension expresses historical in-

equalities. Of the seventeen stakeholders interviewed, six were primarily involved in the food ser-

vice industry. The food service perspective is key to understanding the economy as it stands, as this 

economy appears to be driven by these stakeholders and the food service sector at large. Three of 

these stakeholders were restaurant owners as well as head chefs, while three were employed by 

restauranteurs: two as head chefs and one as head bartender. All, therefore, occupied positions of 

responsibility and leadership. It is important to note that all of these stakeholders were White (five 

were White South Africans and one a White foreigner) and that all of the affiliated restaurants were 

White owned. This is representative of the food service industry in South Africa, and particularly in 

the Cape Town area, which is predominately White owned and led.  

Four growers were interviewed. Grower I and Grower IV, a POC South African and a POC foreign-

er, respectively, were both growing at a small-scale, including one or more NUS in their crop rota-

tion, while also selling their produce directly to restaurants. Grower II, a POC South African with 

roots in the CFR, represented a community garden project focused on NUS, and Grower III, also a 

POC South African with roots in the CFR, was an aspiring grower planning small-scale cultivation 

of NUS. Both Grower II and III intended to sell NUS directly to restaurants in the Cape Town area. 

Three supplier stakeholders were interviewed. Supplier I, a White South African, was employed by 

a commercial supply company that sells specialty goods, including a number of NUS, to high-end 

restaurants throughout the Western Cape and South Africa. This company, White-owned and found-

ed in the early 1990s, practices limited cultivation and procures both domestically and international-

ly produced specialty goods for wholesaling to a large number of restaurants. It is important to note 

that the scale of this supply chain is much larger than the scale of supply undertaken by any of the 

growers identified as supplying restaurants in the Cape Town area. Supplier II, a White South 

African, was employed by an initiative using a suite of mobile apps and a co-design process to 

transform the small-scale fishing sector in South Africa. This initiative was in the early stages of 

supporting small scale fishers in the sale of certain NUS to restaurants in the Cape Town area. Sup-

plier III, a White South African, was formerly self-employed in the sale of foraged produce, includ-
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ing NUS, to restaurants in the Cape Town area. No other suppliers, besides the small-scale growers 

who also operate as suppliers, were identified in the Cape Town area. 

The three stakeholders in the educator role were self-employed. Educator I was a POC South 

African with roots in the CFR; Educator II was a White South African; Educator III was a POC 

South African with roots in the CFR. No additional stakeholders in the educator role were identi-

fied, though Supplier III sometimes occupies the educator role.  

Only one government representative engaged with NUS in the Cape Town area was identified: a 

POC South African with roots in the CFR. Considering South Africa’s political economy, it is criti-

cal in these findings to note each stakeholder’s personal nearness or distance from Indigenous her-

itage and TEK connected to NUS in the CFR. Emphasis is thus placed on input given by stakehold-

ers with roots in the CFR and marked by the bolding of these stakeholder IDs in the following sec-

tions.   

Ten stakeholders were in their 30s, a strong majority. Two stakeholders were in their 20s, three were 

in their 40s, and an additional two were in their 50s. Ten stakeholders identified as women and sev-

en identified as men. 

The table below presents the findings on the perception and understanding of NUS as expressed by 

the interviewees. They are grouped into three major and recurring themes that emerged in the analy-

sis of the seventeen stakeholder interviews. These major themes are knowledge, access, and gas-

tronomy. These findings are given in sections 4.1.1 through 4.1.3. 

Table 4. Overview of findings

Challenges Motivations

Knowledge • Limited knowledge around use and loss of TEK 
• Limited knowledge around cultivation  
• Complexity around ownership of TEK

• Improved relation to nature  
• Reconnection to heritage and identity

Access • Limited supply 
• Limited cultivation material  
• Wild-harvest sustainability  
• Wild-harvest legality  
• Commercial development of market and associat-

ed risks

• Cultivation as a sustainable alternative to 
wild harvesting  

• Agroecological cultivation as a sustainable 
alternative to conventional agriculture 

• General sustainability 

Gastronomy • Exclusivity 
• Stigma and aspiration  
• Superficiality  
• Adherence to seasonality  

• Engagement with a culinary trend  
• Pursuit of unique ingredients  
• Development of food culture
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4.1.1 Knowledge  

Knowledge around NUS emerged as a strong theme in all but one stakeholder interview. 

4.1.1.a Knowledge-related challenges 

Limited knowledge around use and loss of TEK  

A majority of food service stakeholders characterised limited knowledge of NUS usage as hindering 

the degree to which they could engage with NUS, and in some cases prohibitive to the use of NUS 

(Food Service II, III, IV, V). These stakeholders described a need for more information on the culi-

nary applications as well as seasonality of NUS, noting the irony of local culinary schools teaching 

foreign cuisines, like French and Japanese, but not teaching students how to use native NUS. 

Knowledge on how to use NUS was considered critical, both to ensure the appetising use of NUS 

and to safeguard against the food safety risks of sourcing NUS and the possibility of receiving in-

correctly identified and possibly inedible or poisonous ingredients: “You’ve got to know what you’re 

doing,” cautioned Food Service V, because of these risks.  

These food service stakeholders emphasised the lack of knowledge related to NUS as a problem 

with the availability of information: they believed that knowledge related to NUS exists, but that, 

for various reasons, they weren’t able to access it. The following comment is an example of this at-

titude: “We still don’t have as much information about the traditional uses” because “the people are 

keeping most of this info secret” (Food Service IV). Food Service IV was the only food service 

stakeholder in this group who acknowledged the connection between information on the uses of 

NUS with TEK.  

Eleven stakeholders saw the dearth of knowledge around the use of NUS as a challenge, but—un-

like the majority in food service—these stakeholders described this challenge as a systemic loss of 

TEK resulting from colonialism, apartheid, and capitalism, as well as food aspirations connected to 

globalisation and the nutrition transition (Educator I, Educator II, Educator III, Food Service I, 

Food Service VI, Gov Rep I, Grower I, Grower II, Grower III, Supplier II, Supplier III). Gov 

Rep I detailed how the idea of “disturbance halos” created by apartheid-era urban forced removals, 

wherein “people don’t like to think about what they lost,” had partially contributed to the eradication 

of TEK close to Cape Town, meaning that remaining TEK tends to be stronger among older genera-
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tions living in more rural areas where it is thought to be increasingly marginalised by lack of inter-

est from younger generations (though there are a few young people interested in retaining this 

knowledge). Educator III was the only stakeholder to attribute loss of TEK to environmental 

degradation: she described how NUS once readily accessed as food are now extinct or critically en-

dangered in the CFR, making them very difficult (or impossible) to access and leading to the extinc-

tion or near-extinction of TEK around their use.  

Limited knowledge around cultivation  

Lack of knowledge around the cultivation of NUS emerged as a challenge for three stakeholders 

(Food Service II, Gov Rep I, Supplier I). Supplier I felt that the biggest challenge for his company 

was the lack of cultivation knowledge around NUS. Gov Rep I viewed the lack of cultivation 

knowledge and research into NUS as food and medical plants as a valuable opportunity missed by 

the South African state. Both Supplier I and Gov Rep I were also concerned about the repercus-

sions of cultivating NUS without greater cultivation knowledge. Supplier I felt there was a lack of 

research on the implications of growing NUS on land where NUS could potentially "take over,” 

while Gov Rep I expected that formalised cultivation of NUS would lead to a rise in naturally oc-

curring pests, which could become problematic if managed planting of NUS begins to resemble 

monoculture or even semi-monoculture production. This has been seen with the formalised cultiva-

tion of honeybush (Cyclopia subternata and Cyclopia genistoides, typically), where the Keurboom 

Moth (Leto venus) has become a pest (Ralston, 2019; DAFF, 2016). 

Notably, the dearth of knowledge around cultivation was not perceived as a challenge for any of the 

grower stakeholders, perhaps because these growers are all focused on very small-scale cultivation 

for a limited market, restricted to a small number of restaurants in the Cape Town area. Grower II 

and Grower IV both noted the ease with which they had already cultivated NUS native to the CFR 

and the minimal water required. This, however, contrasted with the experience of Food Service II, 

the third stakeholder who characterised lack of knowledge around cultivation as a challenge. She 

had attempted to cultivate NUS with the help of an urban farming company, going so far as to pro-

cure two garden sites for her restaurant, but had been stalled in this undertaking by the lack of 

available cultivation knowledge as well cultivation material.   
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Complexity around ownership and possession of TEK 
Who TEK belongs to, how it is to be protected, and who gets to share or profit from it emerged as a 

challenge for ten stakeholders (Educator II, Educator III, Food Service I, Food Service IV, Gov 

Rep I, Grower I, Grower II, Grower III, Supplier II, Supplier III). This is especially complicated 

in the Cape Town area, where TEK has been systematically erased. The idea, expressed by three 

stakeholders (Educator I, Educator III and Gov Rep I), that a kind of TEK can be communicated 

directly from the land—instead of being passed down by people generationally, as TEK is typically 

defined—is of particular interest given this context. Educator III explained this by relating her 

own experience: “often I get all the answers I need” from the land itself, through a process of sub-

consciously thinking and dreaming about the problems around how to use NUS, especially in cases 

where specific knowledge has been lost. Gov Rep I expressed a similar belief that “the land is help-

ing you to attain that knowledge” of how to use NUS, which to him means that the natural land it-

self should always be a primary beneficiary of any profit from NUS, with a significant portion of all 

profits stemming from NUS allocated to conservation. Educator I gave an example of learning di-

rectly from the land after a severe wildfire: “all the sudden,” she said, she was “looking at the land-

scape in a totally different way and understanding how people would farm with fire” in a way that 

would make certain unpalatable NUS palatable. But, for Educator III, “you are only in a place to 

access that or have that come through if you seek it, and you deserve it,” and deserving requires “a 

sense of integrity” that is “embedded within the land.” Humility, Educator III felt, is vital, but thus 

far “severely lacking” in the Cape Town area NUS economy.  

Educator III, Grower I, Grower II and Grower III expressed concerns that TEK could be taken 

and profited from by those it does not belong to: “it’s easy for people to take it and steal it and be 

influenced by it and not reference it” (Educator III). Supplier II spoke specifically to the tension 

around ownership in a context where TEK has been systemically erased: she described this as a 

“minefield,” especially in cases where people’s “ancestors might have harvested [NUS] but they 

haven’t, and I don’t think they’ve got a lot of direct knowledge themselves about some of those 

species,” and in instances where other stakeholders without Indigenous heritage in the CFR are also 

situating as knowledge holders.  

Educator II and Supplier III, both of whom possess knowledge related to NUS but neither of whom 

have Indigenous heritage in the CFR, spoke to this challenge from first hand experience: Educator 

II described needing to “kind of get my education in how to speak” from people with more“deeply 
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connected positions…from an inside place” in the CFR. She emphasised the importance of being 

“respectful,” “non-threatening,” and “not trying to claim credit or any of those sorts of things 

which is I think what people very often fear.” Supplier III credited much of his knowledge of NUS 

to TEK holders who he described as having “a much more firmly rooted history in this nation.” He 

described “waking up” to the sacredness of this exchange and the inappropriateness of his profiting 

from NUS, and consequently deciding to permanently abandon his role as a supplier of NUS to 

restaurants. He is presently reconsidering how he shares the TEK he has been gifted, fearful that 

this could be exploited by those he teaches: he has already experienced such a “wound,” where “sa-

cred” TEK that, he says, was “not mine at all,” was exploited by someone he shared it with who 

“just sees profit.” (Note that this was the only reference to this potential additional supplier of NUS 

and that this supplier could not be identified for this study.)  

Conversations about the complexity of how TEK is shared seemed to be happening mainly outside 

the food service industry. Only two Food Service stakeholders spoke about the complexity of how 

TEK is shared. Food Service IV described sourcing NUS from a local Rastafari sakman , noting 9

that the “stories” shared by this sakman were a valuable way for her to gain knowledge about NUS, 

but that information about traditional uses were often kept secret, quickly adding that this secrecy 

“is important, because it is sacred info in a way.” Food Service I was unsure how to situate his own 

role: “I don’t know how to deal with the ethical problem of what were doing here,” he said, regard-

ing his desire to draw upon but also “evolve” TEK related to NUS so that it is more “modern,” 

“more palatable and more interesting.” 

4.1.1.b Knowledge-related motivations  

Improved relation to nature  

Gaining knowledge about NUS altered how a minority of stakeholders (Educator I, Food Service 

III, Food Service IV, Supplier III) felt they related to nature. Food Service III, Food Service IV and 

Supplier III described becoming more connected to nature, and how this connection led to changes 

in how they viewed the world around them. Educator I expressed a related sentiment: “It’s just so 

much more interesting to go for a walk when you understand what’s going on around you. It adds a 

layer of amazingness.” 

 The term sakman refers to Rastafari person in a certain early stage of initiation into the Rastafari faith, at which point 9

they often collect and sell plant products informally at transport hubs and thoroughfares (Philander, 2010).
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Reconnection to heritage and identity   
Gaining knowledge around NUS was seen by four stakeholders (Educator I, Educator III, Grower 

I, Grower II) as a means to reconnect with heritage and identity that they had been displaced from. 

Connecting with NUS “builds narrative into who we are as people,” felt Educator III, who de-

scribed how working with NUS had given her “a very particular intersection of spirituality, deep 

deep politics, and then the kind of platform to look at things like history, tradition, going into my 

own historical narrative of who I am and why the hell I’m here.” The idea of identity and personal 

historical narratives was also touched on by Educator I, who spoke about finding it “very difficult 

to place myself within the land” because of her mixed cultural and racial background and how 

“learning the plants and getting to know the land in that way for me is really just, becoming one 

with being South African.” Grower I and Grower II similarly related engaging with NUS as an act 

of reclamation of heritage and identity, and potentially as a means of healing (Grower II).  

4.1.2 Access 

Access to NUS emerged as a strong theme in all but one stakeholder interview. 

4.1.2.a Access-related challenges 

Limited supply and access 
Limited supply and access to NUS emerged as a primary challenge connected to NUS for eight 

stakeholders (Educator III, Food Service I, Food Service II, Food Service III, Food Service IV, 

Supplier I, Supplier II, Supplier III). All of the supplier stakeholders described a greater demand for 

certain NUS than there was availability. According to Supplier I, the primary supplier of NUS for 

restaurants in the Cape Town area, quantity rather than market demand is the challenge, with few 

commercial growers of NUS for market: his own supply of NUS had been cut because the commer-

cial grower he sources from had a shortage, leaving him with “a lot of very angry chefs.” The NUS 

that Supplier I’s company buys in are sourced largely from the company Pico Gro, a White-owned, 

commercial grower and exporter located in South Africa’s Gauteng province that includes a number 

of NUS in their selection of high-value specialty crops (including micro-greens, herbs, and edible 

flowers). It follows that the bulk of NUS products distributed to restaurants throughout the Western 

Cape, then, are grown in Gauteng.  

Among food service stakeholders, consistency, quality, large enough quantities to work with, and 

access at all emerged as challenges. For Food Service I and Food Service II, this had led to frustra-
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tion: “Where is my access to these plants? I still don’t have them. I need it. I’m ready” (Food Ser-

vice I). The limited supply of NUS had also led Food Service III and IV to avoid using certain 

NUS, rather than have to substitute conventional products when supply of the NUS ran short. For 

Educator III, limited access to NUS was connected to environmental degradation in the CFR, 

which made it difficult if not impossible for people to access NUS through the use of TEK.  

Limited cultivation material 

Accessing material for the cultivation of NUS emerged as a challenge for three stakeholders who 

had attempted to grow NUS (Food Service II, Grower IV, Supplier I). Two of these stakeholders 

had or were looking into importing seed from outside of South Africa because of the dearth of na-

tive NUS seed available in South Africa (Grower IV, Supplier I). “I'm actually looking at importing 

the seeds now” said Supplier I, “but I need to go through DAFF and the government.” This stake-

holder later joked that they would “go and steal some cuttings from [an institutional garden con-

taining NUS] over the weekend.” 

Furthermore, Supplier I thought it likely that the commercial grower he sources NUS from, Pico 

Gro, cultivates NUS from seed imported from Belgium. Food Service II had attempted to cultivate 

NUS for her restaurant out of frustration with the limited availability of NUS commercially, but was 

stalled by the unexpected difficulty of sourcing NUS seed or plant material to grow. The urban 

farming company managing her gardens could not find NUS material to grow, so as a last resort 

Food Service II approached the nursery at Cape Town’s Kirstenbosch Botanical Garden, but she felt 

that even Kirstenbosch did not have the NUS she was looking for, or enough knowledge of which 

plants were edible. 

Wild-harvest sustainability  

Eight stakeholders (Educator I, Educator II, Educator III, Food Service VI, Gov Rep I, Grower 

II, Supplier I, Supplier III), were concerned about the sustainability and valorisation of wild-har-

vested NUS. The most detailed views on this were shared by Gov Rep I, who explained that wild-

harvesting NUS is unsustainable because these species often grow either in mountainous regions, 

which are typically unproductive, low-nutrient systems where things grow slowly, or in lowland 

areas, where—though these soils can be slightly more productive—many habitats are already highly 

threatened. Three stakeholders engaged in education around NUS expressed concern around the 

impact of hobbyist foragers. Educator I described how attendees of her workshops sometimes ar-
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rive with the express desire to learn how to forage NUS on Table Mountain, a protected area where 

foraging is prohibited. She says she tries to meet this problematic attitude with education, rather 

than outright criticism. Supplier III, who also occasionally teaches workshops on foraging, was con-

flicted about his role as an educator and the environmental impact of teaching hobbyists to forage, a 

conflict that Educator II had also grappled with.  

For Educator II, Gov Rep I, Grower II, Supplier I and Supplier III, the primary concern was the 

sustainability of wild-harvesting for profit. Gov Rep I described a “resource curse in South Africa,” 

where wild-harvested products are sometimes seen as relatively accessible “bucks for the rest of 

[people’s] lives” and, because of the high barriers of entry into most industries and because of high 

unemployment, exploitation of NUS could occur to a degree where these resources could become 

functionally extinct. Supplier I characterised wild-harvesting NUS as “pillaging dunes and destroy-

ing the environment,” noting that he had heard that people illegally harvesting NUS from conserva-

tion areas was becoming an issue, and Supplier III was concerned that “greedy” for-profit harvest-

ing of NUS would wreak environmental havoc. 

Wild-harvest legality 

Five stakeholders (Food Service II, Food Service III, Grower III, Supplier I and Supplier III) ex-

pressed their lack of clarity around the legal status for wild-harvesting NUS. Supplier III suspected 

his business had been “dangerously bordering on illegal harvesting from its essence,” adding that 

he was unclear about the legality, especially, of coastal NUS. 

Four stakeholders who did have an understanding of the legality of wild-harvesting NUS expressed 

frustration with existing governance structures regulating collection in conservation and protected 

areas (Educator I, Grower II, Supplier II, and one stakeholder who requested anonymity). Two 

described opting out of engagement with the permitting process completely and focusing instead 

either on cultivation or harvesting only on private land (Grower II, Educator I). Supplier II had 

recently engaged with the legal process around permitting to sustainably harvest NUS from protect-

ed areas and found the permit application through DAFF (Department of Agriculture, Forestry, and 

Fisheries), who has jurisdiction over some NUS species (seaweeds, etc), outdated and unnavigable: 

it is “still a very large, commercially-orientated form,” making it difficult for community groups to 

engage with the process. The expense of the necessary experimental application—required since 

certain NUS are not yet covered by the current DAFF permitting regime—at R500 per species, was 
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also prohibitive. Another stakeholder, who requested that this comment not be identified in any way 

and who therefore is listed in this section as anonymous, described stalemates arising around gover-

nance of NUS, where disorganisation among community members makes it difficult for govern-

ment agencies to engage with communities around permitting for NUS. Government then tends, 

instead, to engage with existing commercial entities because these entities at least have established 

“recognisable structures.”  

Commercial development of the market and associated risks  

The potential for commercial interests to develop and exploit NUS at the expense of local people 

and the environment was raised by ten stakeholders (Educator I, Educator II, Food Service II, 

Food Service V, Food Service VI, Gov Rep I, Grower II, Grower III, Supplier II, Supplier III). 

Grower II, Grower III and Supplier II were concerned that those with capital and resources would 

develop the market for NUS before communities with roots in the CFR had an opportunity to en-

gage. Gov Rep I underscored the potential for private companies or corporations to capitalise on 

native species in the CFR and the risks of commercial and extractive interests focusing on monocul-

ture cultivation of NUS, which would have numerous and potentially irreversible negative ecologi-

cal impacts by clearing intact natural ecosystems, as has been seen in the rooibos industry. This 

concern was echoed by Educator II. Capital, land tenure, and market access were noted as chal-

lenges that could slow or prevent small or independent growers from engaging with the emerging 

market in NUS (Gov Rep 1, Grower I, Grower II, Grower III, Supplier III), and Grower II 

specifically described business acumen and money management skills as additional barriers pre-

venting those with roots in the CFR from engaging with the developing market for NUS. 

Three stakeholders spoke about their own experiences with the commercialisation of NUS. Educa-

tor I described the consultations on NUS that she does for corporate clients as “purely commercial 

and extractive” and not her “heart-work,” while Supplier III explained his decision to close his 

wild-harvested NUS business as partially due to his fear of “replication” and “greediness,” which 

could lead to the exploitation of wild-harvested NUS as a “get rich scheme.” This supplier also de-

scribed a recent threat he received from someone who “just sees profit” in wild harvesting NUS. 

Supplier I did not express concern explicitly about commercial exploitation of the market, but his 

representation of the Gauteng grower Pico Gro illustrates commercial interest in NUS, while his 

belief that companies like Pico Gro will be reluctant to share the knowledge they are developing on  
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NUS cultivation aligns with other stakeholder concerns about the role of commercial interests. Sup-

plier I also expressed concern about the role of oyster farmers, who he has seen adding samphire to 

their farms in order to sell to suppliers and restaurants. His concern was on the sustainability of this 

practice, and impacts on endemic local species displaced by samphire plantings. I confirmed that 

Pico Gro, a White-owned South African business, is producing what appears to be a number of 

NUS native to the CFR, including soutslaai and samphire (see images below). Their website details 

the cultivation and export of certain NUS, among other high value crops, which “can be found lo-

cally in South Africa as well as more than ten countries world wide… We supply to top restaurants 

and wholesalers across the world” (Pico Gro, 2019). 
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Interestingly, three food service stakeholders (Food Service II, Food Service V, Food Service VI) 

brought up the importance of sourcing NUS through non-commercial growers, expressing their 

preference for small-scale farmers and community projects. The emphasis for these stakeholders  

was on supporting local people or community projects rather than from those with resources who 

are just “trying to make money” (Food Service II) or those practicing “all year round, intensive 

farming” (Food Service V). 

4.1.2.b Access-related motivations   

Cultivation as a sustainable alternative to wild harvesting 

Cultivation of NUS was discussed as an opportunity to mitigate the sustainability issues of wild-

harvesting for seven stakeholders (Educator I, Educator II, Food Service VI, Gov Rep I, Grower 

II, Supplier I, Supplier III). Educator I felt strongly that chefs interested in NUS need to encourage 

growers and suppliers to start growing NUS, “that’s the only sustainable and realistic way of in-

cluding it.” This view was shared by Supplier I, who viewed wild-harvesting as destructive, and by 

Supplier III, who had come to recognise wild harvesting as unsustainable. Gov Rep I posited man-

aged agroecological cultivation of NUS as a means to mitigate the impacts of wild-harvesting, as 

well as a potential means for restoring CFR landscapes. He described how a large portion of land in 

the Western Cape is “not optimally used agriculturally, but from our perspective it’s not… conserva-

tion worthy land and needs to be rehabilitated,” where “you could rehab it with an end purpose in 

mind” such as growing NUS for market. The gap for this to be done is, he said, “a massive business 

opportunity.” 

It is important to note that three food service stakeholders described the sustainability of NUS as a 

motivation without explicitly expressing an understanding of sustainability issues around wild har-

vesting (Food Service III, Food Service IV, Food Service V). These ideas of sustainability were 

fixed around the idea that NUS grow “everywhere” (Food Service III, Food Service IV), and are 

therefore “super local and super kind of sustainable” (Food Service V).  

Food Service II expressed an outlying motivation for engaging with NUS related to cultivation: she 

perceived NUS as sustainable because NUS could be cultivated locally as a replacement for special-

ty products imported (with a high carbon footprint) from Japan. 
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Agroecological cultivation as a sustainable alternative to conventional agriculture  
Cultivation of NUS was also seen as an opportunity to develop a more sustainable, ecologically-ap-

propriate agriculture for the Western Cape by seven stakeholders (Educator I, Educator II, Food 

Service VI, Gov Rep I, Grower II, Grower III, Grower IV). Climate and drought were the focus 

of most of these statements: it “makes total sense” (Educator I) for growers to be growing NUS 

because of they are “climatically easier” (Grower IV), less water intensive (Grower II) and there-

fore drought resistance. Cultivating NUS was exciting to Educator II, Food Service VI, and Gov 

Rep I because they could be less resource-intense, requiring less water and fewer inputs than con-

ventional crops. Gov Rep I was also excited about the potential for an alternative agriculture model 

that could potentially produce “relatively unique” and high value products on much smaller 

amounts of land than in the CFR than conventional agriculture. He believes that “at least a couple 

hundred” species native to the CFR are likely to show potential for use in agriculture, food, drink 

and medicine if plant breeding and development were to be properly undertaken. This was in part 

echoed by Grower III, who sited the high market value of cultivated NUS as a motivation for her 

engagement with the NUS economy.  

4.1.3 Gastronomy 

Gastronomy emerged as a strong theme in all but three stakeholder interviews. 

4.1.3.a Gastronomy-related challenges 

Exclusivity 

Six stakeholders described exclusivity as a challenge (Educator I, Educator II, Educator III, Food 

Service II, Food Service VI, Grower I, Supplier III). These stakeholders problematised the use of 

NUS in high-end restaurants: Grower I characterised this as “the new way of colonising those foods 

as they try to uprise,” while Supplier III described how his “consciousness coming to the fore” had 

made him uncomfortable with “taking this Indigenous knowledge and giving it to these White 

restaurants,” when so many South Africans cannot afford to eat. Educator I, Educator III and 

Food Service VI hoped NUS would become more normalised and end up in less exclusive spaces, 

so that not only the wealthy would be exposed to NUS. For this to happen and for NUS to be taken 

up more broadly, Educator III described needing “to remove all the stigmas and all the invisible 

blocks” connected to NUS, in addition to making them more affordable and widely available. An 

example of such an invisible block, she felt, was the trend of positioning NUS as substitutes for Ja-

panese ingredients. By positioning NUS in relation to Japanese cuisine (eg. using local kelp species 
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to make Japanese dashi-style broths), she felt that NUS are made “extra special” and exclusive, in 

that they make sense only to those already familiar with Japanese cuisine. 

The high cost of NUS is another barrier to inclusivity. Food Service II described her wish for NUS 

to become more quotidian so that she would be able to source NUS from her regular vegetable sup-

plier, rather than from Supplier I’s specialty goods company, where she felt “the prices are insane,” 

even for a fine-dining restaurant. (Supplier I reported prices for samphire ranging from R300-600 

per kilogram. The price of locally and agroecologically grown basil, for comparison, was R80-R111 

per kilogram in 2019.) It should be noted that only the one stakeholder in food service described 

cost as a challenge related to NUS. Food Service I expressed an opposing and perhaps more com-

mon view, that he could “build the cost into the dishes” because of their “real draw factor”—an at-

titude that contributes to the exclusivity of NUS as rarefied, special and exclusive ingredients. 

Stigma and aspiration  
Stigma and food aspirations linked to the nutrition transition emerged as critical challenges related 

to exclusivity for eight stakeholders (Educator I, Educator II, Educator III, Food Service VI, Gov 

Rep I, Grower I, Grower II, Grower III). How to make NUS acceptable with people’s palates, 

which have “completely changed, it’s all about sugar and all about salt, carbohydrates what what 

what” as a result of nutrition transition, was a primary challenge for Educator III. She and Food 

Service VI, Gov Rep I, Grower I, Grower II, and Grower III all also spoke about the role aspira-

tions, connected to the nutrition transition, play in how people find sustenance. Grower III de-

scribed how NUS had become emblematic of poverty, only eaten as a “last resort because there’s 

no money to buy chicken or meat,” while Food Service VI described noticing when “going into rur-

al communities and inquiring about traditional foods or Indigenous foods, often it’s looked down 

upon and mostly seen as a poor man’s thing if you forage. There’s almost pride attached to the fact 

that you can afford to buy from the supermarket.” For two stakeholders, the stigmas connected to 

NUS were explicitly connected to the activity of foraging (Educator I, Educator II): Educator I 

described the stigma around foraging in South Africa, where “it’s seen as something one would do if 

you’re very, very poor;”  

Superficiality  

That engagement with NUS will be superficial emerged as a challenge for six stakeholders (Educa-

tor III, Food Service II, Food Service III, Food Service VI, Gov Rep I, Supplier I). Supplier I was 
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concerned that the demand for NUS from chefs was fickle, with certain ingredients appearing 

briefly as the “flavour of the week,” making management of supply for these products a challenge. 

Food Service III described the use of NUS in most restaurants striking her as an  “afterthought, so 

they can be seen to be using something local,” while Food Service VI felt that the use of NUS at 

most restaurants lacked context: “It just ends up as a garnish, just an interesting looking leaf.” Gov 

Rep I described the culinary scene in the Western Cape as derivative: once something is successful, 

“everyone runs for that model,” but “doesn’t want to do the hard yards in terms of their initial re-

search and stuff, even though the potential that you’re unlocking could be really interesting.” Edu-

cator III explored these ideas in more depth: “the way that [the use of NUS is] going… you bypass 

all of [the meaning], so that it doesn’t have the nostalgia and memory and the story. It just has ter-

penes  and a flavour profile, and in that you’ve lost the spirit, the cultural-spiritual ecology.” 10

Adherence to seasonality  

Whether those in food service can respect the seasonality of NUS was raised as an additional chal-

lenge by three stakeholders (Supplier I, Supplier III, and one stakeholder who requested 

anonymity). According to Supplier I, “the biggest fallacy about chefs is that they source seasonally. 

They don’t. They want things out of season as much as possible.” Supplier III described chefs as 

typically having strong characters, which makes it “challenging to manage their expectations” 

around the highly-seasonal and unpredictable availability of NUS. The stakeholder requesting 

anonymity described struggling with chefs who expect NUS to be available for months at a time—

though “it doesn’t work like that”—and who prioritise “instant gratification.”  

Interestingly, adherence to seasonality was raised by Food Service I, Food Service II and Food Ser-

vice V as important to their work. Food Service V described seasonality as “right,” and “how it 

should be,” but he also admitted that he does not source all ingredients seasonally. Those unseason-

al ingredients, he said in defense of this contradiction, “aren’t the showcase [of the restaurant]. I’m 

not perfect—I’m just trying.”  

Unknown tastes and textures 

Food Service I, Food Service III and Food Service IV considered the need to introduce NUS to their 

clientele as a challenge. They wanted to ensure that NUS ingredients are palatable and “easy to re-

 Terpenes are the organic plant compounds responsible for a plant’s taste, smell, and pharmacological activities (Bre10 -
itmaier, 2006). 
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late to and enjoy” (Food Service I), instead of challenging. Food Service III wanted to avoid giving 

her customers “too much of a shock to the system” with the flavours of NUS aromatics, which she 

described as “on steroids.” Food Service I described observing something akin to shock when din-

ing at the restaurant Wolfgat, which is premised on the extensive use of NUS: the meal “kind of 

freaked me out, it captured and articulated so perfectly and precisely the taste of a place,” stressing 

that half his dining party was so alienated by the experience that they “would never go back.”  

Conversely, Food Service II and Food Service V did not regard introducing NUS to their clientele 

as a challenge. Food Service II described her clientele as open-minded and receptive, while Food 

Service V felt that when he first began using certain NUS in Cape Town, in 2017, there had been a 

lot of “curiosity around it and intrigue about it,” but that “now it’s a lot more standard practice.” 

This recent change aligns with the experience of Food Service VI, who often encountered resistance 

to NUS from his clientele until the last few years (it should also be noted that the setting for his 

food changed significantly in 2016, from a more casual to a more high-end restaurant setting).  

4.1.3.b Gastronomy-related motivations  

Engagement with gastronomic trends 

Engagement with a popular gastronomic trend was considered a motivation for the use of NUS by 

eleven stakeholders (Educator I, Educator II, Educator III, Food Service II, Food Service III, 

Food Service VI, Gov Rep I, Grower IV, Supplier I, Supplier II, Supplier III). “It’s blowing 

up” (Educator III), “Now it’s taken off” (Educator I), “basically most of the top ten [restaurants] 

have samphire, dune spinach and soutslaai on their menus” (Food Service VI). Four stakeholders 

explicitly attributed the popularity of NUS in high-end restaurants in the Cape Town area to in-

ternational or European food trends (Educator I, Grower IV, Supplier I, Supplier III), while Suppli-

er II, Food Service II and Gov Rep I considered the local restaurant Wolfgat and its chef-owner to 

have influenced the rising gastronomic popularity of NUS in the area.  

Pursuit of unique ingredients  

Six stakeholders were motivated to engage with NUS because of their perception of NUS as unique, 

interesting, and exciting (Food Service I, Food Service II, Food Service III, Food Service V, Grower 

IV, Supplier I). NUS were repeatedly described as “interesting” (Food Service I, Food Service II, 

Food Service V, Grower IV), that are “so much more fun to use” (Food Service III), and “completely 

unique and foreign” (Food Service I). These “unusual ingredients other people can’t easily get hold 

!45

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/



of or don’t know how to handle” are the “thing that generates the excitement” (Food Service I), 

demonstrating knowledgeability and “separate[ing] a normal dish from something a little more in-

teresting” (Food Service V). It follows that the “interest” and “excitement” generated by NUS and 

valued by these stakeholders provides them the opportunity to distinguish their fare from the com-

petition, and to potentially charge higher prices. In this sense, the motivation of “uniqueness” ap-

pears to be of a muchness with the challenge of exclusivity, framed from a different perspective. 

Local food culture and identity  

Using NUS to engage with local food culture or food identity emerged as an opportunity connected 

to NUS for two stakeholders (Food Service I, Food Service VI). These stakeholders couched this 

differently. Food Service I described Cape Town as an internationally renowned and burgeoning 

food service industry missing “a clear identity of itself,” where developing that identity was now 

possible because of the confluence of international renown and research being done on NUS, and 

because “now all the sudden we have people like me who have twenty-five years of skill applying 

their minds” to the challenge. For this stakeholder, the “naturally evolved food culture” present in 

region— which he connected with lengthy stewing as a primary cooking method—“needs to be 

dragged into a more modern, wholesome direction.” This food culture of bredies (loosely meaning 

‘stew’ in Afrikaans) was stunted, he felt, partially as a consequence of the ways people have been 

displaced from land. “Filling that huge gap” could be a “compelling story,” but he also shared his 

uncertainty about the potential implications of this. “I don’t know if that means we lose the cultural 

element of [the food], or whether that means we’re sustaining [the cultural element]… because cul-

tural stuff evolves. Because if things are not appropriate, then they need to change to become more 

palatable and more interesting. …I don’t know how to deal with the ethical problem of what we’re 

doing here.” 

Food Service VI described the early portion of his gastronomic career as an effort to capture “where 

we are and the spirit of the West Coast on a plate” in order to challenge the “disconnect between the 

landscape and what [restaurants] were serving as West Coast food.” This was a personal exercise 

and ultimately a “romantic idea.” Using NUS has “so many more facets to it now,” he felt, includ-

ing improving dietary diversity and developing an alternative and more ecologically-appropriate 

agriculture.  
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Conversely, for Food Service II the use of NUS was a means to engage with and adapt a foreign 

food culture, rather than to strictly build local food identity. Her restaurant is premised on the Ja-

panese tradition of kaiseki, a Japanese haute cuisine that highlights regional specialities and season-

ality. She said staying true to the concept of kaiseki is “the reason I wanted to start using some of 

the more local stuff,” rather than importing Japanese ingredients.   

4.2 Discussion 

In this section I discuss the research findings with regard to five core themes: power awareness; 

sustainability; health and food security; social and cultural significance; and the role of chefs. These 

five themes interrogate the NUS economy as a niche-level innovation in the Cape Town area 

(Geels, 2011) and its likelihood of fostering social and ecological resilience, using the MLP frame-

work. This resilience stems from the potential of NUS as a basket of food species that may be eco-

logically appropriate, climate resilient, nutritionally dense, and socially and culturally significant. 

Because of the importance of foregrounding how this study’s findings reflect unequal power rela-

tions deeply entrenched in the Cape Town area and South Africa more generally, the discussion of 

power comes first. 

4.2.1 Power awareness 

The NUS economy is embedded in the Cape Town area context of structural inequality and deeply 

entrenched and unequal power dynamics. There is significant danger, given South Africa’s racialisa-

tion of wealth and income inequality (SAHRC, 2018), that the burgeoning NUS economy will re-

produce the nation’s historically established power imbalances—a risk sharpened by the status of 

TEK related to NUS among marginalised individuals. Therefore how, by whom, and with what 

benefits NUS are engaged with in the Cape Town area must be inserted as central considerations in 

the NUS economy as it develops. 

People with capital are increasingly engaging with NUS in food service industry, a sphere dominat-

ed by White ownership. Power is skewed towards those in food service and supplier roles: all of 

these stakeholders, primarily driving and directing the market for NUS, are White, wielding far 

greater access to assets and occupying positions of power as business owners or employees in man-

agement and leadership positions. This is a not a surprising reflection of the food service industry in 

South Africa. Successful stakeholders in food service are granted further power though celebrity 

and the amplification of their voices through social media. Plenty attention has been paid to the po-
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tential good that those in food service can do with this power—“chefs today wield unprecedented 

global influence, which creates an opportunity for them to be effective advocates on issues that af-

fect society far beyond the walls of their restaurants” (Cummings, 2015: online)—but there is also 

equally potential for that “unprecedented global influence” to reinforce existing power imbalances. 

It is imperative that the existence of deep structural inequalities in the Cape Town area be acknowl-

edged, and the need to challenge these imbalances recognised, before the NUS economy is further 

developed. Muller et al., in their examination of the edible insect movement (a subset of NUS that 

has recently received global attention), conclude that a “power aware” approach is critical to realis-

ing the potential of edible insects (2016: 134). Though focused on insects, I believe their findings 

can be applied more generally to NUS. The following, adapted from Muller et al.’s work, need to be 

foregrounded in all conversations around NUS: 

• the acknowledgment that deep structural inequalities and power imbalances exist and that 

they can and should be challenged; 

• critical consideration of who produces, who controls, and who benefits, at the outset and 

throughout business and research initiatives; 

• detailed research on the relationship between NUS and power involving other languages, 

regions, methods and contexts, and NUS as food; 

• the inclusion of marginalised voices in research, business, and governance: not just speak-

ing about people, but letting them speak for themselves; 

• accountability and transparency in research, governance and trade 

The gastronomic use of NUS in the Cape Town area needs to be considered within its historical and 

contemporary social and political contexts, as well as its environmental context. This research sug-

gest that people working in food service particularly need to deepen their engagement with these 

aspects of the NUS economy. It was clear, in this study, that NUS are showing up on menus in the 

Cape Town area too frequently as an “afterthought” (Food Service III), or “just end[ing] up as a 

garnish” that lacks ecological context (Food Service VI), let alone socio-political context. With su-

perficial engagement of this kind, “you’ve lost the spirit” (Educator III), and perhaps most impor-

tantly the social and cultural significance of NUS embedded in their status as pre-colonially foraged 

foods. Instead, the gastronomic use of NUS becomes another means to reproduce entrenched power 

dynamics.  
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4.2.2 Sustainability 

The development of the NUS economy in the Cape Town area could be interpreted as an example 

of the “gastronomic revival” of wild foods described by Munke et al. (2011: 206), wherein NUS 

regain “significance in contemporary food culture, nutrition paradigms, local economies and society 

at large.” However, this idea stipulates the need for sustainable harvesting in conjunction with sus-

tainable cultivation, in order to ensure that NUS “continue to thrive in the ecologies where they 

originate” (2011: 212). While a gastronomic revival of sorts appears to be underway in the Cape 

Town area, understanding of the ecological repercussions of the NUS economy needs to be deep-

ened, particularly among those in food service most visibly driving the market for NUS. This is es-

pecially relevant in the threatened environs of the CFR. 

Stakeholders are engaging with NUS largely because of associations with sustainability. Yet this 

study has made clear that the different ways sustainability is conceptualised must be unpacked. For 

some, the sustainability of NUS was grounded in a strong ecological awareness of the challenges 

specific to the CFR, which include the compound threats of conventional agriculture, urbanisation, 

development, encroachment by alien invasive species, and climate change (Roura-Pascual et al., 

2009; Gaertner et al., 2012). Fewer than half the stakeholders positioned the agroecological cultiva-

tion of NUS as a way to develop a more ecologically-appropriate and climate-resilient agriculture 

for the Western Cape, augmenting the focus on conventional food crops that require heavy inputs 

and intensive irrigation in order to grow in the poor soils of the CFR (Tembo-phiri, 2019). This was 

underpinned by an awareness that ecosystems in the threatened CFR will not be able to support 

wild harvesting at scale, and by the understanding that NUS, as locally-specific species, are natural-

ly adapted to the challenging soils and specific microbiomes of the region and can be less water-in-

tensive (Tempo-phiri, 2019). These conceptions echo research describing the potential of NUS to 

build resilience through farming system diversity and agro-biodiversity, or the first two arms of the 

diversity ‘triple win’ associated with NUS in the global context (Pereira, 2017; iPES-Food, 2016; 

Bacchetta et al., 2016).  

For other stakeholders, though, sustainability was more superficially understood. This is critically 

important in the Cape Town area context, where wild harvesting and cultivation could cause ecosys-

tem damage. Though the sustainability of NUS was a primary motivation for stakeholders working 

in food service, a majority considered NUS sustainable because of beliefs that NUS are local and 
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abundant — in the words of more than one respondent, because they “grow everywhere” (Food 

Service III, Food Service IV, and Food Service V). This demonstrates a limited awareness of the 

ecological challenges facing the CFR, and specifically the sustainability challenges posed by wild 

harvesting in the region. A fourth food service stakeholder described NUS as sustainable because 

they can be locally grown and used in place of specialty products imported at great environmental 

cost from countries like Japan. While the carbon footprint of food imports is a valid sustainability 

consideration, neither this nor the conceptualisation of NUS as locally abundantly directly acknowl-

edges the role that NUS can play in developing a more climate-resilient agriculture for the Western 

Cape, or in mainstreaming agrobiodiversity, two of the key sustainability potentials reflected in the 

literature on NUS (Pereira, 2017; iPES-Food, 2016; Bioversity International, 2017). 

Cultivation, often characterised as a sustainable alternative to wild harvesting, may also pose risks. 

Because of the CFR’s concentration of biodiversity, even careful agroecological farming practices 

may lead to irreparable ecosystem damage: because of how small the global occurrence of some 

species and unique habits are, “it’s easy to do damage, you don’t need to be like Monsanto to come 

and [mess] things up” (Gov Rep I). A scarcity of available seed or plant material had caused the 

two stakeholders actively supplying NUS to the majority of restaurants in the Cape Town area to 

seek seed from companies in the US and Europe, though the use of imported seed may have unin-

tended consequences in the CFR. Furthermore, this study found that the bulk of NUS available to 

restaurants in the Cape Town area are sourced from a single company, Pico Gro, based in South 

Africa’s Gauteng province. This undercuts the narrative of cultivation as a more ecologically-ap-

propriate agriculture for the province of the Western Cape. Furthermore, Pico Gro was described as 

using artificial ‘seawater’, electric lighting systems, and tunnels to cultivate NUS from what is al-

most certainly imported seed. Clearly, this approach to cultivation has a number of environmental 

impacts, from inputs and infrastructure to export footprints, but the supplier sourcing NUS from 

Pico Gro justified cultivation of NUS as generally doing “no damage to the environment.” This con-

tradiction further illustrates the necessity of unpacking conceptualisations of sustainability.   

If the understanding of sustainability attached to NUS is not deepened to include the specific eco-

logical challenges of the CFR, as well as the potential climate-resilience of NUS, then the NUS 

economy is likely to fail as a niche-level innovation within the MLP framework. It is instead likely 

to cause negative ecological repercussions in the region, through the impacts of wild harvesting and 

cultivation using imported seed or non-agroecological practices. Therefore, all stakeholders in the 
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NUS economy need to grasp the sustainability concerns attached to NUS, as well as their innova-

tive potential as climate-resilient foods adapted to the region. 

This knowledge gap urgently needs to be addressed, particularly among stakeholders in food ser-

vice, those most visibly driving the NUS economy, and among those in supplier roles. The inclusion 

of NUS more fully into the provincial agri-food system, with provision of resources towards NUS 

research and development, could in part address the knowledge gap. There is need for research on 

the potential for NUS to be used in agroecological and sustainable cropping systems. The develop-

ment of a project like the European Union’s ‘Ecological Focus Areas’ (EFAs), introduced in 2015, 

could be particularly relevant in the CFR (European Commission, 2017). EFAs are intended to en-

hance biodiversity and environmental benefits, constituting “ideal sites for [NUS] conservation and 

selection” (Bacchetta et al., 2016: 183), an approach that could be adapted locally to encourage the 

rehabilitation of marginal lands in the CFR through the cultivation of NUS (building on the idea 

shared by Gov Rep I). It is also important to begin including NUS more fully in the South African 

food policy debate. 

Government, however, “is not the most influential stakeholder in the food system,” as the Western 

Cape’s own Strategic Framework on Food Security points out (Western Cape Government, 2016: 

online). Learning from the failure of past responses to food systems challenges in South Africa, 

largely due to lack of engagement with and support from relevant stakeholders outside government 

(Pereira & Drimie, 2016), the inclusion of NUS into the food policy debate must be structured to 

meaningfully include food service, supplier, educator and grower stakeholders, as well as those with 

roots in the CFR.  

Including food service stakeholders in that debate may be challenging. Yet participants from the 

sector consistently voiced their investment in NUS as representing a sustainable choice, an encour-

aging early sign. Though sustainability was understood imprecisely and a grasp of the environmen-

tal and legal issues surrounding NUS in the CFR was often lacking, these stakeholders were un-

aware that their understanding was superficial: they genuinely wanted to engage with sustainability 

in the food system, they just lacked a roadmap as to how. Despite the growing literature on the role 

to be played by chefs beyond their own kitchens (Bioversity International, 2017; Pereira et al, 2019; 

SDG2 Advocacy Hub, 2018), this lack of a roadmap should perhaps not be surprising. Restaurants 

are demanding environments, typically affording those in food service little personal time off, let 
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alone time for research and self-education. Including food service stakeholders productively in the 

food policy debate will require an understanding of the industry’s constraints and will need signifi-

cant flexibility to address. But these stakeholders’ desire to engage with sustainability issues lays 

important groundwork for a productive deepening of the conversation, and the inclusion of those in 

food service should be prioritised.  

4.2.3 Health and food security  

NUS hold potential as nutritionally dense and micro-nutrient rich foods that could contribute to di-

etary diversity and positive health outcomes to the poor (Pereira, 2017; iPES-Food, 2016; Bacchetta 

et al., 2016). This is critical in the Cape Town area, where “grotesque levels of food insecurity and 

the extreme inequality in levels of food security” characterise the food system (Crush, Caesar and 

Haysom, 2018: 3), and the burden of malnutrition and the limitations it imposes on the poor’s abili-

ty to live full lives and improve their situation (Drimie and Pereira, 2016) can be read as an element 

of South Africa’s colonial present (Fraser, 2007). At least two native NUS, naturally adapted to the 

CFR’s sandy soils, require fewer inputs and minimal irrigation than conventional crops (Tembo-

phiri, 2019). This means that they could be grown relatively easily in the Cape Town area—anecdo-

tally corroborated by two growers in this study—and across Cape Town’s food-insecure townships. 

In addition to nutrition, growing NUS could provide job opportunities and income, but reluctance to 

eat NUS due to negative stigmas, aspiration and the nutrition transition, as well as limited access, 

are recurring challenges that need to be overcome. If these are not addressed, then the NUS econo-

my will fail as a niche-level innovation predicated in part on NUS as nutritionally-dense foods that 

can contribute towards food security. 

The negative stigmas of NUS as rural or poverty foods are well documented in the literature (Mb-

henyane, 2016; Bvenura and Aflayan, 2015; Pereira, 2017). It is no surprise, then, that negative 

stigmas were seen by stakeholders in this study to limit engagement with NUS in poorer Cape Town 

communities. This echoes findings on the negative perceptions attached to NUS from two recent 

studies in the Western Cape (Du Bruin, 2018; Kelly, 2016). Negative stigmas were recognised in 

this study along with the idea that aspirations signifying connectivity to the global system also play 

a role in limiting engagement with NUS, and compound the complexity of how people find suste-

nance. This is reflected in the literature on the aspirational nature of purchasing global food system 

staples like wheat and rice (Pereira, 2017; Puoane et al., 2006), and supports Kelly’s finding that 
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“aspirations towards modern, urban lifestyles reflect a disregard and loss of knowledge about wild 

edible plants” in the Western Cape (2016: 4).  

Aspirations like these align with South Africa’s ongoing nutrition transition, wherein traditional 

foods and consumption patterns are replaced by a Western or ‘modern’ diet high in refined carbohy-

drates, sugar, fat, and animal-source foods (Popkin et al., 2012; Lang and David, 2012). Over mil-

lennia humans have evolved core biochemical and physiological processes that value fat and sugar, 

meaning that humans have biologically-wired preferences that make them susceptible to the high fat 

and high sugar foods of the nutrition transition (Popkin, 2017). The nutrition transition underlies the 

perception, in this study, of modern palates as transformed to such a degree that, beyond disinterest 

in NUS, many people no longer find NUS acceptable as food, significantly reducing their potential 

to contribute to healthy diets and to food security.  

This study found another challenge barring engagement with NUS in the Cape Town area: limited 

access, a result of availability and environmental limitations, as well as exclusivity. On the one 

hand, demand for NUS is greater than available supply, with the existing supply chain characterised 

by issues with consistency, quality, and quantity. Underpinning supply issues is a dearth of knowl-

edge on cultivation practice, as well as limited cultivation material, and a legal landscape around 

sustainable wild harvesting characterised as unclear and frustrating. These issues must be situated, 

as well, in the CFR’s context of threatened ecosystems and conservation efforts, wherein people can 

no longer easily access NUS in traditional ways.  

On the other hand, exclusivity emerged as a barrier limiting engagement with NUS. One aspect of 

this is the high cost of NUS—considered either too high for even fine dining restaurants, or high 

enough that the cost must be built into the overall high price of any dish including NUS. Cost, then, 

in the NUS economy as it is developing, will be prohibitive to the food insecure in the Cape Town 

area. Another aspect of exclusivity is how the use of NUS in the food service industry at present 

serves to rarefy NUS, restricting them to fine dining establishments and designating them as special 

and niche. This is at cross purposes to actualising their potential to improve dietary diversity for 

more than the wealthy, who can already “afford a healthier, more diverse diet” (James et al., 1997 in 

Pereira, 2017: 100), and would require encouraging and expanding their everyday use.   
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To realise the potential of NUS as nutritionally-dense foods that could improve dietary diversity and 

health for food security, the stigmas and aspirations connected to NUS must be dismantled and de-

tangled, and access must be broadened. These are complex challenges. As discussed in the pervious 

section, NUS need to be more fully included into the provincial agri-food system. This needs to be 

done in such a way as to ensure their wider availability and affordability, perhaps through a system 

of extension services focused on NUS and subsidies provided to farmers as well as retailers to cul-

tivate and purvey NUS at affordable prices. Increasing the availability of seed or cultivation materi-

al will be a critical aspect in this, as will nutritional testing: a better understanding of the nutritional 

components of NUS should “result in the increased use of [NUS] in nutrition and human health and 

to meet consumer demand while providing additional employment opportunities” (Bacchetti et al., 

2016: 183).  

Shifts in taste preferences and behaviour are considered “one of the critical areas for innovation in 

the food system” (Pereira and Drimie, 2016: 4) and will be key to encouraging broader consump-

tion of NUS in the Cape Town area. Further research will be necessary to dismantle the socially 

constructed stigmas and aspirations attached to NUS and eating habits more generally, and to better 

understand the why and how behind our consumption of different foods. Bacchetti et al. suggest 

that the use of NUS can be encouraged through collaboration with culinary schools for the devel-

opment of “novel plant-based food developed using [NUS]” (2016: 183). The use of NUS could 

also potentially be encouraged more broadly by tapping into South African’s aspirations towards 

modern and urban food norms, and “institutionalis[ing NUS] into the increasingly diversifying 

South African food imagination” in order to upend their status as poverty foods (Kelly, 2016: 11). 

This, perhaps, is where the prominence of food service stakeholders in the NUS economy could be 

utilised: many chefs and restaurants have large platforms on social media, which could be used to 

bring NUS further into the collective South African “food imagination” in ways that encourage the 

general (though sustainable) use of NUS, combatting both negative perceptions of NUS but also—

critically—striving to avoid the pitfall of rarefying NUS as exclusive or specialty foods, suited only 

for fine dining.   

4.2.4 Social and cultural significance  

Around the world, NUS are increasingly linked to place-specific notions of culture and identity 

(Munke et al., 2015; Bioversity International, 2017; Bacchetta et al., 2016), serving “for communi-

ties with a tradition of wild food use” as “the keystone of culture,” and “part of a living link with 
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the land” (Bharucha and Pretty, 2010: 2922). Seemingly this could apply to the Cape Town area, 

where the hyper biodiverse CFR had an extensive tradition of wild (or NUS) food use. Pre-colonial-

ly, the Khoikhoin and San first peoples relied heavily on NUS foraged from the CFR for subsistence 

(DeVynck et al., 2016; Philander, 2010). What complicates this picture is that Indigenous identity 

attached to the region has itself been repeatedly fractured, leading to a loss of NUS use and related 

TEK.  

First, colonial expansion in the Western Cape led to the collapse of the Khoikhoin and San peoples, 

while subsequently apartheid engineered the rejection of remaining Indigenous identity and heritage 

among Coloured descendants of the Khoikhoin and San (Philander, 2010). Apartheid-era forced re-

movals again displaced people from their connections to land, while the ongoing nutrition transition 

serves to further distance people from traditional foods. As a result, the TEK attached to native 

NUS has largely been lost (DeVynck et al., 2016; Bvenura & Afolayan, 2015). In this light, how 

and by whom traditional knowledge of NUS native to the CFR is preserved, recorded, spread, and 

built upon taps into some of South Africa’s most deeply rooted power imbalances. Several stake-

holders, both with and without roots in the CFR, articulated these factors, reflecting an important 

awareness of the complex social and political dynamics embedded in the NUS economy and the 

danger of popularising NUS in ways that “negatively impact the communities that have relied on 

them for centuries and who have invested traditional knowledge in their cultivation and processing” 

(Pereira, 2017: 112). It is important to note, however, that those in food service conspicuously failed 

to acknowledge these critical aspects of NUS. 

If TEK has the ability to “connect the present to the past and reestablish resilience” (Gunderson et 

al., 1997 in Berkes et al., 2000: 1260), then reclaiming and even regenerating TEK around NUS (an 

idea posited to different degrees by Educator I, Edcuator III, and Gov Rep I) may have a role to 

play in addressing the multiple histories of displacement from Indigenous identity in the Cape Town 

area. This is one of the most encouraging aspects of the NUS economy. But only four stakeholders 

described reconnection with heritage and culture as a motivation for engaging with NUS. Their as-

sertions, however, closely reflected the literature on NUS, TEK, identity, and place, positioning en-

gagement with NUS as a tool that can help to make sense of the complexity around identity in the 

Western Cape, with the potential to help facilitate much-needed healing. 
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In order for the potential of NUS as socially and culturally significant foods to be actualised in the 

Cape Town area, stakeholders need to be much more deeply engaged with the history of NUS usage 

in the CFR and TEK. The connection between NUS and TEK is critical, too, for sustainability rea-

sons, for TEK can act “both as an ecosystem service and as a source of resilience in the face of en-

vironmental change” (Bacchetta et al, 2016: 185). A critical awareness of TEK was missing, partic-

ularly, from how those in food service framed NUS. NUS were much more frequently framed as 

sustainable, as gastronomically trendy and novel, or even (ironically) as foreign. Again, this shows 

that those in food service need to be further engaged in their understanding of pertinent issues relat-

ed to NUS, from sustainability to TEK.  

Munke et al. are clear that their idea of “gastronomic revival” around NUS requires “strong rela-

tionships between chefs and foragers…to preserve, record, spread and build upon traditional 

knowledge” (2011: 212). The term ‘forager’ does not necessarily equate to traditional knowledge 

holder in the Cape Town area, where who forages is determined in part by South Africa’s ongoing 

nutrition transition and the stigmatisation of NUS as rural or poverty foods. At present foragers in 

South Africa are more likely to be affluent—distant from negative stigmas of ruralness or poverty, 

interested in wild food because of gastronomic trends—rather than traditional knowledge holders in 

possession of localised TEK passed down through generations. But Munke et al.’s sentiment stands: 

strong relationships between chefs and those with roots in the CFR—who may be traditional 

knowledge holders, or may have ancestors who were traditional knowledge holders—need to be 

more broadly established and fostered. These relationships will be key to preserve and build upon 

TEK—and perhaps to revive and even reinvent it where necessary—and to actualise the potential of 

NUS as culturally and socially significant foods in the Cape Town area. 

4.2.5 The role of chefs 

Literature on the role of chefs claims that by popularising NUS through restaurants and related food 

activities, chefs could be instrumental in mainstreaming biodiversity and dietary diversity (Biover-

sity International, 2017; Pereira et al., 2019). Yet in this study, only one food service stakeholder 

seemed to be aware of the potential for NUS to contribute to biodiversity, dietary diversity, or the 

development of an alternative agriculture for the Western Cape. Disconnected from these broader 

considerations, it seems unlikely that chefs, unless they are explicitly engaged and sensitised, will 

lead lasting change in the area—underscored by the fact that the leading supplier of NUS to restau-

rants throughout the Cape Town area sources its products from a company in Gauteng.  
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Limited awareness among chefs, around both the ecological challenges in the CFR and the positive 

potentials of NUS, may be due to how rapidly NUS have become popular in the Cape Town area. 

The trend in their culinary use is ballooning locally, in part a product of international interest in 

wild, foraged, and often NUS foods born out of the New Nordic Movement that has been “washing 

through the world’s top kitchens” since the late oughts (Moskin, 2011: online). This gastronomic 

trend emerged as a strong motivation for engagement with NUS in the Cape Town area, widely 

recognised and referenced specifically as a motivation by a majority of stakeholders.  

This motivation merits some unpacking. Stakeholders invariably discussed the trend in NUS as a 

motivation for chefs and restaurants, locating chefs’ interest and engagement with the trend as a 

central force driving the emerging NUS economy. This was unsurprising. What was unexpected was 

how those in food service sought to distance themselves personally from the trend, as if they were 

embarrassed to be associated directly with a trend. While several mentioned it as a motivation dri-

ving the NUS economy, this was always framed as a motivation for others in food service. Other 

chefs are using NUS ‘just because’: “They just use [NUS] because it’s a trend at the moment” (Food 

Service III), or “It’s become like a cool thing now, like everybody’s kind of wanting to get involved 

in using a little bit of soutslaai, little bit of buchu in everything in their menus” (Food Service II).  

This begs the question as to why those interviewed are using NUS at all. What emerged, when 

stakeholders in food service described their own personal motivations for engaging with NUS, was 

a preponderance of words signifying uniqueness: they used NUS because NUS are “interesting,” 

“exciting,” “different,” “fun,” and “unique,” even “foreign” ingredients. This appears to indicate a 

understanding of the NUS trend among those in food service that altogether misses the potential of 

NUS to mainstream biodiversity and create more nutritious, sustainable, and socially significant 

food systems (Mbhenyane, 2018; Pereira, 2017; Bioversity International, 2017).  

Surely if these potentials were understood, those in food service would be happy to see the agenda 

of mainstreaming NUS taken up more broadly by their peers in the industry and to connect them-

selves directly with the trend in NUS use. But if the value of NUS is located primarily in their status 

as unique ingredients, then it follows that as NUS become more popular and more common, they 

will lose their appeal for chefs. This finding is at odds with the hope that chefs can be instrumental 

in mainstreaming biodiversity (Biodiversity International, 2017; Pereira et al, 2019; SDG2 Advoca-
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cy Hub, 2019). Chefs have been positioned as capable of reframing challenges to the food system, 

able to curate dynamic and inclusive conversations about food that can ultimately lead to more sus-

tainable food futures (SDG2 Advocacy Hub, 2017). In the Cape Town area, this does not appear to 

be happening. The conversation among those in food service needs to be pushed beyond uniqueness 

and novelty if the NUS economy is to be leveraged as a niche innovation within the MLP frame-

work. Developing a roadmap that draws on both Muller et al.’s recommendations for power aware-

ness (2016) and Haider and Oudenhoven’s work on food as method for shifting power (2018) will 

be key to deepening this conversation and explicitly engaging and sensitising those in the food ser-

vice industry.  
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 
5.1 Overview of the study 

Though NUS are only marginally included in the provincial agri-food system and the food policy 

debate, their increasing use in the Cape Town area food service industry has driven the development 

of a NUS supply chain. Climate-related pressures, as well as urbanisation and food price inflation, 

have the potential to open a window of opportunity in the Western Cape, where prolonged drought 

continues to affect the local agri-food system. This study used complex adaptive social-ecological 

systems thinking, the three nested levels of the multilevel perspective framework and the idea of 

wicked problems to situate the emerging NUS economy as a potential niche level innovation in the 

Cape Town area agri-food system. It further draws on political economy framing and the colonial 

present to contextualise the power dynamics entrenched in the Cape Town area, and post-apartheid 

South Africa more generally.  

This thesis positioned the emerging NUS economy as a promising niche-level innovation in this 

system, with potential to provide climate resilient, ecologically appropriate, nutritionally dense, so-

cially and culturally significant foods. This social and cultural significance of NUS is of particular 

interest, given the political economy and power dynamics of the colonial present in South Africa 

and specifically the Cape Town area. Reviving the use of these foods in an ecologically-sound and 

socially-inclusive economy could offer an opportunity to reverse the loss of TEK and Indigenous 

heritage in the region. 

However, there are also several risks connected to the NUS economy and obstacles to its develop-

ment. Reproducing unequal power relations is one potential problem, while ecosystem damage in-

curred through wild harvesting or mono-crop cultivation in the CFR is another. The economy is 

constrained by notions of exclusivity and stigmas attached to NUS, as well as the risk of privatisa-

tion. It is important, therefore, to consider how the inclusion of NUS into the Cape Town agri-food 

system can be responsibly fostered. With that in mind, this thesis sought to build an understanding 

of the motivations and challenges encountered by stakeholders engaged in the NUS economy at 

present. The study used participatory observation and semi-structured interviews to compile moti-

vations and challenges encountered by a breadth of stakeholders including those in the food service 

industry, growers, suppliers, educators and government representatives.  
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5.2 Key findings and recommendations  

This study found that the demand for NUS is exceeding available supply in the Cape Town area. 

The increasing popularity of NUS in the food service industry is driving demand for products as 

well as education around NUS, creating opportunities for supply chain development as well as edu-

cation and entrepreneurship projects. This demand is largely due to gastronomic trends related to 

NUS, while also motivated by notions of sustainability. However, the understanding of NUS in both 

its ecological as well as socio-political contexts needs to be deepened. Too many stakeholders 

lacked an understanding of the ecological challenges in the CFR, and too few drew connections be-

tween NUS and TEK.  

If the NUS economy continues to develop without a deepening of stakeholder conceptions of sus-

tainability and the cultural significance of NUS native to the CFR, it is likely to result in ecosystem 

damage both through wild harvesting and unsound agricultural practices, as well as the continued 

loss and marginalisation of TEK. Already, the privatisation of the NUS economy is a concern: most 

of the NUS available to restaurants in the Cape Town area, for example, are grown by a White-

owned company far from the CFR, in South Africa’s Gauteng province. Similarly, the potential for 

NUS to contribute dietary diversity and nutrition for the food insecure can only be realised if efforts 

are made to surmount the stigmas, as well as the barriers of exclusivity, that are attached to NUS in 

different contexts. 

  

Unequal power dynamics, deeply entrenched in South Africa, appear to be shaping the NUS econ-

omy. These dynamics must be shifted, and stakeholder conceptions of NUS deepened on a number 

of levels, from sustainability considerations in the CFR to recognition of TEK. This will be a com-

plex undertaking. However, towards the end of my research I contributed to research for a T-lab 

(Transformation lab) that brought stakeholders together around NUS in the Western Cape. Organ-

ised by the Southern Africa Food Lab and the Centre for Complex Systems in Transition at Stellen-

bosch University, the T-lab brought together a diverse group: a number of food service stakeholders 

that I had previously interviewed for this thesis attended, along with stakeholders with roots in the 

CFR, suppliers of NUS to the food service industry, governance representatives, representatives of 

civil society initiatives, and a number of academics. The conversations that ensued were sometimes 

challenging, touching on the uncomfortable territory of race, power, and identity in South Africa 

and specifically the Western Cape. For many in the food service industry, having conversations like 

this around food appeared to be new and difficult territory. But after engaging with a wider range of 
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perspectives on NUS, several of these same stakeholders spoke of being better able to contextualise 

NUS in the complexity of the Western Cape’s social and political histories as well as in the ecology 

of the CFR. At the close of the two-day workshop, a number of food service stakeholders empha-

sised their wish for follow-up, and a desire to increase accountability within the industry emerged.  

This illustrates that, though the potentials wrapped up in NUS are far from being realised as the 

economy in the Cape Town area currently stands, there is a foundation of intention. However, it is 

important to note that trust emerged as a critical barrier in the dialogue facilitated by the T-lab 

process, and will need to be very proactively built. In the words of one T-lab participant with roots 

in the CFR, only “when people are willing to take that step on the fire line”—moving away from 

short-term solutions built around financial exchange and towards deeper support for people whose 

rights “for generations have been obliterated”—“will [I] have the trust to be able to work with 

people” (Cramer et al., 2019). Further engagement and dialogues like this are needed, as well as 

“ethical institutions that recognise the power dynamics and inequities that could accompany [NUS] 

interventions” (Pereira, 2017: 113) and can begin enacting change. In the NUS economy in the 

Cape Town area, it will also be critical to ensure that the responsibility for recognising unequal 

power dynamics and inequities does not fall disproportionally on those with roots in the CFR, as it 

appeared to during the 2019 T-lab. The development of an ethical code, agreed upon by all stake-

holders in the NUS economy, could be a means to share this responsibility and begin establishing 

further trust. Furthermore, an ethical code could help to promote sustainable sourcing practices in 

the industry.   

In other highly unequal contexts, food has “proved to be a useful tool to break down or at least cir-

cumvent power relationships” (Haider & Oudenhoven, 2018: 4). Haider and Oudenhoven argue that 

food—meaning “the acts of cultivating and preparing food, of eating together and speaking and 

thinking about it”—can be a method to shift power and “create a space where different beholders 

have equal power” (2018: 4). Structuring conversations around NUS in ways that tap into this po-

tential, combined with the recommendations adapted from Muller et al., offer a roadmap as to how 

to begin framing Cape Town’s NUS economy in a more productive and appropriate manner, taking 

steps towards realising its potential to meaningfully operate as a niche level innovation in the com-

plex-adaptive food system. 
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5.3 Further research  

The potentials attached to NUS as climate resilient, ecologically appropriate, nutritionally dense, 

and socially and culturally significant foods in the Cape Town area will only be realised if engage-

ment with the ecological and socio-political contexts of the economy are deepened. On the one 

hand, NUS need to more fully included in the provincial agri-food system. Further research will be 

required to build a better understanding of NUS in South Africa more broadly, and an understanding 

of the NUS economy that includes detailed research into particulars such as value chain mapping, 

the effective nutritional value of NUS, as well as the use of NUS in agroecology, sustainable crop-

ping systems and Ecological Focus Areas (EFAs) for conservation in the CFR.  

On the other hand, how the NUS economy continues to develop needs to be problematised in the 

context of South Africa’s political economy. Further research into the idea of power-awareness 

(Muller et al., 2016), as well as the use of food as a means to shift power (Haider and Oudenhoven, 

2018), will be critical, both to avoid privatisation of the NUS economy and to support the use, 

reclamation, and regeneration of TEK in ways that protect the cultural significance of NUS. Most 

critically, specific research on how to use NUS as a means to culturally reconnect ecological and 

historical landscapes is necessary.  

!62

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/



References  

Adria, F., 2009. "Time 100 Scientists & Thinkers: Dan Barber.” Time Magazine, Time USA LLC, 

30 April. [Online]. Available http://content.time.com/time/specials/packages/article/

0,28804,1894410_1893209_1893460,00.html 

Advisory Panel on Land Reform and Agriculture, 2019. Final report of the presidential advisory 

panel on land reform and agriculture for his excellency the president of South Africa. [Online]. 

Available https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/201907/

panelreportlandreform_0.pdf 

African Climate and Development Initiative, 2016a. Western Cape climate change response frame-

work and implementation plan for the agricultural sector—2016. Report submitted to the Western 

Cape Department of Agriculture and the Western Cape Department of Environmental Affairs and 

Development Planning, http://www.greenagri.org.za/assets/documnets-/SmartAgri/Western-Cape-

Climate-Change-Response-Framework-2016-FINAL-Online-V2.pdf. 

Anderies, J., Janssen, M. and Ostrom, E., 2004. A framework to analyze the robustness of social-

ecological systems from an institutional perspective. Ecology and society 9(1). 

Atkinson, P., Coffey, A., and Delamont, S., 2003. Key Themes in Qualitative Research: Continuities 

and Changes. California: Altamira Press.  

Avelino, F., Dumitru, A., Longhurst, N., Wittmayer, J., Weaver, P., Cipolla, C., Afonso, R., Kunze, 

I., et al., 2015. Transitions towards new economies? A transformative social innovation perspective 

(TRANSIT working paper; 3). TRANSIT: SSH.2013.3.2-1 Grant agreement no:613169. 

Avelino, F., Wittmayer, J., Pel, B., Weaver, P., Dumitru, A., Haxeltine, A., Kemp, R., Jørgensen, M., 

Bauler, T., Ruijsink, S. and O'Riordan, T., 2017. Transformative social innovation and (dis) empow-

erment. Technological Forecasting and Social Change 145: 195-206. 

Bacchetta, L., Visioli, F., Cappelli, G., Caruso, E., et al., 2016. A manifesto for the valorisation of 

wild edible plants. Journal of Ethnopharmacology 191:180-187.  

!63

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/

http://content.time.com/time/specials/packages/article/0,28804,1894410_1893209_1893460,00.html
http://content.time.com/time/specials/packages/article/0,28804,1894410_1893209_1893460,00.html
http://content.time.com/time/specials/packages/article/0,28804,1894410_1893209_1893460,00.html
https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/201907/panelreportlandreform_0.pdf
https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/201907/panelreportlandreform_0.pdf
https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/201907/panelreportlandreform_0.pdf
http://www.greenagri.org.za/assets/documnets-/SmartAgri/Western-Cape-Climate-Change-Response-Framework-2016-FINAL-Online-V2.pdf
http://www.greenagri.org.za/assets/documnets-/SmartAgri/Western-Cape-Climate-Change-Response-Framework-2016-FINAL-Online-V2.pdf
http://www.greenagri.org.za/assets/documnets-/SmartAgri/Western-Cape-Climate-Change-Response-Framework-2016-FINAL-Online-V2.pdf


Bernard, H., 2011. Research methods in anthropology. Rowman Altamira. 

Berkes, F., Colding, J. and Folke, C., 2000. Rediscovery of Traditional Ecological Knowledge as 

Adaptive Management. Ecological Applications 10(5): 1251-1262. 

Bharucha, Z. and Pretty, J., 2010. The roles and values of wild foods in agricultural systems. Philo-

sophical Transactions of the Royal Society of London: Biological Sciences 365 (1554): 2913-2926. 

Bioversity International, 2017. Mainstreaming Agrobiodiversity in Sustainable Food Systems: Sci-

entific Foundations for an Agrobiodiversity Index. Rome, Italy: Bioversity International. 

Breitmaier, E., 2006. Terpenes: flavors, fragrances, pharmaca, pheromones. Weinheim: Wiley-

VCH. 

Brillat-Savarin, J., 1970 (originally published 1825). The physiology of taste (A. Drayton, Trans.) 

London: Penguin. 

Brownell, K. and Horgen, K., 2004. Food Fights: The Inside Story of the Food Industry, America’s 

Obesity Crisis and What We Can Do About It. New York and London: Contemporary Books Mc-

Graw-Hill. 

Brownlie, S., De Villiers, C., Driver, A., Job, N., Von Hase, A., Maze, K., 2005. Systematic Conser-

vation Planning in the Cape Floristic Region and Succulent Karoo, South Africa: Enabling Sound 

Spatial Planning and Improved Environmental Assessment. Journal of Environmental Assessment 

Policy and Management 7(2): 201-228.  

Bryman, A., 2012. Social Research Methods. 4th ed. Oxford University Press. 

Bvenura, C. and Afolayan, A., 2015. The role of wild vegetables in household food security in 

South Africa: A review. Food Research International. 76: 1001-1011. 

!64

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/



Chase, L. and Grubinger, V., 2014. Food, Farms, and Community: Exploring Food Systems. Uni-

versity Press of New England. 

Cloete, P. and Idsardi, E., 2013. Consumption of Indigenous and Traditional Food Crops: Percep-

tions and Realities from South Africa. Agroecology and Sustainable Food Systems 37: 902-914. 

Coetzee, R., 2018. A Feast from Nature: Food Culture of the First Humans on Planet Earth. 

AFRICAN SUN MeDIA, Stellenbosch. 

Corbin, J., and Strauss, A., 2014. Basics of Qualitative Research: Techniques and procedures for 

developing grounded theory. Sage Publications.  

Cramer, C.; Pereira, L., Drimie, S. Wills, J., S. B. Kushitor, 2019. T-lab on coastal wild foods in 

the Western Cape. Stellenbosch, South Africa: Southern African Food Lab 

Crush, J., Caesar, M., and Haysom, G., 2018. The state of household food insecurity in Cape Town, 

South Africa: Hungry cities report No. 12. Waterloo, Canada: Hungry Cities Partnership, African 

Centre for Cities, University of Cape Town and Wilfrid Laurier University.  

Cummings, M., 2016. “World-renowned chefs get a Yale education on food-related issues.” Yale-

News, Yale University, 23 June. [Online]. Available https://news.yale.edu/2016/06/23/world-

renowned-chefs-get-yale-education-food-related-issues?fbclid=IwAR2ZoozUhO50j-B7-

Fao7JBAq5rfX_gLmD8JGfIsitx-dh-etoiu1PiauZ4I 

DAFF, 2016. Honeybush Tea Production Guide. [Online]. South Africa: Department of Agriculture, 

Forestry and Fisheries. [Online]. Available https://www.daff.gov.za/Daffweb3/Portals/0/

Brochures%20and%20Production%20guidelines/Honeybush%20tea%20production%20guide-

line.pdf 

Daily Maverick, 2019. Groundbreaking movement demands transformation in SA food industry. 

Daily Maverick, 1 March. [Online]. Available https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2019-03-01-

groundbreaking-movement-demands-transformation-in-sa-food-industry/ 

!65

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/

https://news.yale.edu/2016/06/23/world-renowned-chefs-get-yale-education-food-related-issues?fbclid=IwAR2ZoozUhO50j-B7Fao7JBAq5rfX_gLmD8JGfIsitx-dh-etoiu1PiauZ4I
https://news.yale.edu/2016/06/23/world-renowned-chefs-get-yale-education-food-related-issues?fbclid=IwAR2ZoozUhO50j-B7Fao7JBAq5rfX_gLmD8JGfIsitx-dh-etoiu1PiauZ4I
https://news.yale.edu/2016/06/23/world-renowned-chefs-get-yale-education-food-related-issues?fbclid=IwAR2ZoozUhO50j-B7Fao7JBAq5rfX_gLmD8JGfIsitx-dh-etoiu1PiauZ4I
https://news.yale.edu/2016/06/23/world-renowned-chefs-get-yale-education-food-related-issues?fbclid=IwAR2ZoozUhO50j-B7Fao7JBAq5rfX_gLmD8JGfIsitx-dh-etoiu1PiauZ4I
https://www.daff.gov.za/Daffweb3/Portals/0/Brochures%2520and%2520Production%2520guidelines/Honeybush%2520tea%2520production%2520guideline.pdf
https://www.daff.gov.za/Daffweb3/Portals/0/Brochures%2520and%2520Production%2520guidelines/Honeybush%2520tea%2520production%2520guideline.pdf
https://www.daff.gov.za/Daffweb3/Portals/0/Brochures%2520and%2520Production%2520guidelines/Honeybush%2520tea%2520production%2520guideline.pdf
https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2019-03-01-groundbreaking-movement-demands-transformation-in-sa-food-industry/
https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2019-03-01-groundbreaking-movement-demands-transformation-in-sa-food-industry/
https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2019-03-01-groundbreaking-movement-demands-transformation-in-sa-food-industry/


Delyser, D., Herbert, S., Aitken, S., Craig, M. and McDowell, L., (eds) 2010. The SAGE Handbook 

of Qualitative Geography. London: SAGE Publications.  

Demi, S., 2014. African Indigenous food crops: their roles in combatting chronic diseases in 

Ghana. Published masters dissertation. Toronto: University of Toronto. 

DeVynck, J., Van Wyk, B. and Cowling, R., 2016. Indigenous edible plant use by contemporary 

Khoe-San descendants of South Africa’s Cape South Coast. South African Journal of Botany 102: 

60-69. 

Drimie, S. and Pereira, L., 2016. Advances in Food Security and Sustainability in South Africa. In: 

David Barling, editor, Advances in Food Security and Sustainabilty, Vol. 1. Burlington: Academic 

Press: 1-31. 

du Bruin, F., 2018. Exploring the benefits and challenges of Indigenous foods in an African context 

using a case study of community gardens in the Western Cape of South Africa. Masters dissertation. 

Stellenbosch: Stellenbosch University. 

Durst, P. and Bayasgalanbat, N., 2014. Promotion of Underutilized Indigenous Food Resources for 

Food Security and Nutrition in Asia and the Pacific. Bangkok: Food and Agriculture Organisation 

of the United Nations, Regional Office for Asia and the Pacific. 

Eat Out, 2017. Award Winners. EatOut, New Media Publishing. [Online]. Available https://

www.eatout.co.za/award/2017-eatout-mercedes-benz-restaurant-awards-2017/ 

Ericksen, P., 2008. Conceptualizing food systems for global environmental change research. Global 

Environmental Change 18(1): 234–245. 

European Commission, 2017. Ecological focus areas show potential for helping biodiversity. Eu-

ropean Commission, 29 March. [Online]. Available https://ec.europa.eu/info/news/ecological-focus-

areas-show-potential-helping-biodiversity-2017-mar-29_en 

Evans, J., 2014. Insects as a delicacy: the value of diversity in deliciousness. moMentum+ 4: 31-34  
!66

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/

https://www.eatout.co.za/award/2017-eatout-mercedes-benz-restaurant-awards-2017/
https://www.eatout.co.za/award/2017-eatout-mercedes-benz-restaurant-awards-2017/


FAO, 2018. The 10 Elements of Agroecology: Guiding the transition to sustainable food and agri-

cultural systems. Rome: Food and Agricultural Organisation of the United Nations.  

Folke, C., 2016. Resilience (Republished). Ecology and Society 21(4): 44.  

Folke, C., S. R. Carpenter, B. Walker, M. Scheffer, T. Chapin, and Rockström, J., 2010. Resilience 

thinking: Integrating resilience, adaptability and transformability. Ecology and Society 15(4): 20. 

Fraser, A., 2007. Land Reform in South African and the Colonial Present. Social & Cultural Geog-

raphy 8(6): 835-851. 

Gaertner, M., Nottebrock, H., Fourie, H., Privett, S. and Richardson, D., 2012. Plant invasions, 

restoration, and economics: perspectives from South African Fynbos. Perspectives in Plant Ecolo-

gy, Evolution & Systematics 14: 341–353. 

Geels, F., 2011. Survey: The multi-level perspective on sustainability transitions: responses to seven 

criticisms. Environmental Innovation and Societal Transitions 1(1): 24–40. 

Given, L., ed. 2008. The SAGE Encyclopedia of Qualitative Research Methods. Volumes 1&2. 

SAGE Publications. 

Glaser, B., and Strauss, A., 1967. The Discovery of Grounded Theory: Strategies for Qualitative 

Research. Chicago: Aldine Publishing Company.  

Global Facilitation Unit for Underutilized Species, 2007. Inviting all the world’s crops to the table: 

supporting traditional crops to supply future needs. Global Facilitation Unit and Bioversity In-

ternational. 

Gomez, M., Barret, C., Raney, T., Pinstrup-Anderson, P., Meerman, J., Croppenstedt, A., Lowder, 

S., Carisma, B. and Thompson, B., 2013. Post-green revolution food systems and the triple burden 

of malnutrition. ESA Working Paper No. 13-02. Agricultural Development Economics Division, 

FAO. 
!67

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/



Gordon, L., Bignet, V., Crona, B., Henriksson, P.J., Van Holt, T., Jonell, M., Lindahl, T., Troell, M., 

Barthel, S., Deutsch, L. and Folke, C., 2017. Rewiring food systems to enhance human health and 

biosphere stewardship. Environmental Research Letters 12. 

Guerrero, L., Pereira, L., Ravera, F., Jimenez-Acietuno, A., 2019. Flipping the Tortilla: Social-Eco-

logical Innovations and Traditional Ecological Knowledge for More Sustainable Agri-food Systems 

in Spain. Sustainability 11(5).   

Gunderson, L., Holling, C., Pritchard, L., and Peterson, G. 1997. Resilience in ecosystems, institu-

tions, and societies. Beijer Discussion Papers 95. Stockholm, Sweden: Beijer International Institute 

of Ecological Economics, Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences.   

Haider, L. J. & van Oudenhoven, F. 2018. Food as a daily art: ideas for its use as a method in devel-

opment practice. Ecology and Society 23(3):14. https://doi.org/10.5751/ES-10274-23031 

Hall, R. 2004. A political economy of land reform in South Africa. Review of African Political 

Economy 31(100): 213-227. 

Hernandez-Morcillo, M., Hoberg, J., Oteros-Rozas, E., Plieninger, T., Gomez-Baggethun, E. & 

Reyes-Garcia, V. 2014. Traditional ecological knowledge in Europe: status quo and insights for the 

environmental policy agenda. Environment: Science and Policy for Sustainable Development 56(1): 

3-17. 

Hutchings, A., 1989. Observations in plant usage in Xhosa and Zulu medicine. Bothalia 19(2): 225-

235.  

IPCC, 2018. Special Report: Global Warming of 1.5 C. Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 

Change.  

IPES-Food, 2016. From uniformity to diversity: a paradigm shift from industrial agriculture to di-

versified agroecological systems. International Panel of Experts on Sustainable Food systems. [On-

line]. Available: www.ipes-food.org 
!68

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/

http://www.ipes-food.org


Jaenicke, H. and Höschle- Zeledon, I., 2006. (eds) Strategic Framework for Underutilized Plant 

Species Research and Development. Rome, Italy: ICUC, Colombo and Global Facilitation Unit for 

Underutilised Species. 

James, W., Nelson, M., Ralph, A. and Leather, S., 1997. Socioeconomic determinants of health: the 

contribution of nutrition to inequalities in health. British Medical Journal 314: 1545–49. 

Kawulich, B., 2005. Participant Observation as a Data Collection Method. Forum: Qualitative So-

cial Research 6(2):1-19.  

Kelly, L., 2016. Veldkos & imifino: Assessing knowledge about wild edible plants in Gansbaai, 

Western Cape. Honours thesis. Cape Town: Environmental & Geographical Science, University of 

Cape Town.  

Kepe, T. and Hall, R., 2018. Land Redistribution in South Africa: Towards Decolonisation or Re-

colonisation?, Politikon 45(1): 128-137.  

Kohlbacher, F., 2005. The Use of Qualitative Content Analysis in Case Study Research. Forum 

Qualitative Social Research 7(1). 

Koopman, R., 2019. Panel discussion: Policy framework for agroecology from an environmental, 

biodiversity and agricultural perspective in the Western Cape. Transcript, 30 January, 2019. Agroe-

cology for the 21st Century conference, Cape Town.   

Lang, T., and David, B., 2012. Food Security and Food Sustainability: reformulating the debate. 

Geographical Journal 178(4): 313–326.  

Leichenko, R.M., & O'Brien, K.L., 2002. The dynamics of rural vulnerability to global change: the 

case of southern Africa. Mitigation and Adaptation Strategies for Global Change 7(1): 1-18. 

Ledger, T., 2016. An Empty Plate: Why We Are Losing the Battle for Our Food System, Why It Mat-

ters, and How We Can Win It Back. Auckland Park: Jacana Media. 
!69

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/



Lipton, M., 1985. Capitalism and Apartheid. Cape Town: David Philip. 

Maberly, C. and Reid, D., 2014. Gastronomy: an approach to studying food. Nutrition & Food Sci-
ence 44(4): 272-278.  

MAD, 2019. About. Copenhagen: MAD. [Online]. Available https://www.madfeed.co/about/ 

Manning, C., 2013. Field Guide to Fynbos. Ebook. ed. Cape Town: Random House Struik (Pty) 

Ltd.  

Markey, E,. 2017. Bread and beer for a better biosphere — The transformative potential of the eco-

gastronomic niche in the greater Cape Town area. Masters thesis. Stockholm: Stockholm Resilience 

Centre, Stockholm University.   

May, J., 2017. Food security and nutrition: Impure, complex and wicked. Food Security 

SA Working Paper Series No.002. Cape Town: DST-NRF Centre of Excellence in Food Security. 

Mbhenyane, X. G., 2017. Indigenous Foods and Their Contribution to Nutrient Requirements. 

South African Journal of Clinical Nutrition 30(4): 5–7. 

Melkonyan, A., Krumme, K., Gruchmann, T., and De La Torre, G., 2017. Sustainability assessment 

and climate change resilience in food production and supply. Energy Procedia 123: 131-138. 

Miraftab, F., 2012. Colonial Present: Legacies of the Past in Contemporary Urban Practices in Cape 

Town, South Africa. Journal of Planning History 11(4): 283-307.  

Moskin, J. “New Nordic Cuisine Draws Disciples.” The New York Times, 23 August 2011, The New 

York Times Company. [Online]. Available https://www.nytimes.com/2011/08/24/dining/new-

nordic-cuisine-draws-disciples.html 

Müller, A., Evans, J., Payne, C., and Roberts, R., 2016. Entomophagy and Power. Journal of Insects 

as Food and Feed 2(2): 121-136.  

!70

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/

https://www.emerald.com/insight/publication/issn/0034-6659
https://www.emerald.com/insight/publication/issn/0034-6659
https://www.madfeed.co/about/
https://www.nytimes.com/2011/08/24/dining/new-nordic-cuisine-draws-disciples.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2011/08/24/dining/new-nordic-cuisine-draws-disciples.html


Munke, C., Halloran, A., Vantomme, P., Evans, J., Reade, B., Flore, R., Rittman, R., Linden, A., 

Georgiadis, P., and Irving, M., 2015. Wild Ideas in Food. The Routledge Handbook of Sustainable 

Food and Gastronomy. London and New York: Routledge. 

Neill, L., Poulston, J., Hemmington, N., Hall, C., and Bliss, S., 2017. Gastronomy or Food Studies: 

A Case of Academic Distinction. Journal of Hospitality and Tourism Education 29(2): 91-99.  

Norden, 2008. New Nordic Cuisine. Copenhagen: Nordic Council of Ministers.  

Nordic Co-operation, 2019. The New Nordic Food Manifesto. The Nordic Council and the Nordic 

Council of Ministers. [Online]. Available https://www.norden.org/en/information/new-nordic-food-

manifesto 

Nordic Food Lab, 2019. Who We Are. Copenhagen: University of Copenhagen and Nordic Food 

Lab. [Online]. Available http://nordicfoodlab.org/whoweare 

Olsson, P., Galaz, V. and Boonstra, W., 2014. Sustainability transformations: a resilience perspec-

tive. Ecology and Society 19(4). 

Ostrom, E., 2009. A general framework for analyzing sustainability of social-ecological systems. 

Science 325(5939): 419-422. 

Owns, A., and Shackleton, C., 2018. Traditional, Indigenous, or Leafy? A Definition, Typology, and 

Way Forward for African Vegetables. Economic Botany 20(10): 1-7.  

Penafiel, D., Lachat, C., Espinel, R., Van Damme, P. and Kolsteren, P., 2011. A Systematic Review 

on the Contributions of Edible Plant and Animal Biodiversity to Human Diets. EcoHealth 8: 

381-399.  

Pereira, L., Calderon-Contreras, R., Norstrom, A., Espinosa, D., Willis, J., Guerrero, L., et al., 2019. 

Chefs as change-makers from the kitchen: Indigenous knowledge and traditional food as sustain-

ability innovations. Global Sustainability 2(16): 1-9. 
!71

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/

https://www.norden.org/en/information/new-nordic-food-manifesto
https://www.norden.org/en/information/new-nordic-food-manifesto
http://nordicfoodlab.org/whoweare


Pereira, L. and Drimie, S., 2016. Governance Arrangements for the Future Food System: Address-

ing Complexity in South Africa. Environment: Science and Policy for Sustainable Development 

58:4: 18-31. 

Pereira, L., Littaye, A., McGuire, A. and Bom Frost, M., 2014. A transdisciplinary approach to food 

system transformation: chefs as innovators for agro-biodiversity. International Alliance of Research 

Universities conference, 2014.  

Pereira, L., 2017. Cassava bread in Nigeria : the potential of  “orphan crop” innovation for building 

more resilient food systems. International Journal of Technology and Globalisation 8(2): 97–115. 

Philander, L., 2010. An Emergent Ethnomedicine: Rastafari Bush Doctors in the Western Cape, 

South Africa. Doctoral Dissertation. The University of Arizona. 

Pico Gro, 2019. About us. [Online]. Available https://pico-gro-cc.business.site/#summary. 

Popkin, B., 2017. Seminar: The Nutrition Transition and Global Food System Dynamics: The Ac-

celerating Speed of Change and Global Challenges We Face for Creating a Healthier Global Diet. 9 

June, 2017. WHO Nutrition Web Seminar.    

Popkin, B., Adair, L. and Shu Wen Ng, 2012. Now and Then: The Global Nutrition Transition: The 

Pandemic of Obesity in Developing Countries. Nutrition Review 70(1).  

Puoane, T., Matwa, P., Bradley, H. and Hughes, G., 2006. Socio-cultural Factors Influencing Food 

Consumption Patterns in the Black African Population in an Urban Township in South Africa. Hu-

man Ecology Special Issue No. 14: 89-93. 

Ralston, C., 2019. A Southern Cape Moth Icon. The Post, 12 August. [Online]. Available https://

thepost.org.za/a-southern-cape-moth-icon/ 

Reardon, T., Timmer, C., Barrett, C., and Berdegue, J., 2003. The Rise of Supermarkets in Africa, 

Asia, and Latin America. American Journal of Agricultural Economics 85(5): 1140-1146. 
!72

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/

https://pico-gro-cc.business.site/%252523summary
https://thepost.org.za/a-southern-cape-moth-icon/
https://thepost.org.za/a-southern-cape-moth-icon/


Reed, K., Collier, R., White, R., Wells, R., Ingram, J., Borelli, R., Haesler, B., Caraher, M., Lang, 

T., Arnall, A., Gonzalez, R., A., Pope, H., Blake, L. and Sykes, R., 2017. Training Future Actors in 

the Food System : a new collaborative cross-institutional, interdisciplinary training programme for 

students. Exchanges: the Warwick Research Journal 4(2): 201-218. 

Ricardo, D., 1817. On the Principles of Political Economy and Taxation. John Murray: London. 

Rittel, H. and Webber, M., 1973. Dilemmas in a general theory of planning. Policy Sciences 4(2): 

155-169.  

Risvik, E., Meyer, C., Halien, E. and Edman, P., 2008. New Nordic Cuisine. Copenhagen, Denmark: 

Norden.  

Rojas-Rivas, E., Rendon-Dominguez, A., Felipe-Salinas, J., and Cuffia, F., 2020. What is gastrono-

my? An exploratory study of social representation of gastronomy and Mexican cuisine among ex-

perts and consumers using a qualitative approach. Food Quality and Preference 83.  

Roura-Pascual, N., Richardson, D., Krug, R., Brown, A., Chapman, R., Forsyth, G., Le Maitre, D., 

Robertson, M., Stafford, L., Van Wilgen, B., Wannenburgh, A. and Wessels, N., 2009. Ecology and 

management of alien plant invasions in South African fynbos: accommodating key complexities in 

objective decision making. Biol. Conserv. 142, 1595–1604. 

SAHRC, 2018. Annual Equality Report 2017/2018. The South African Human Rights Commission.  

Scarborough, L., 2018. One man, one vision: The 2018 Eat Out S.Pellegrino & Acqua Panna Chef 

of the Year. EatOut, New Media Publishing, 18 November. [Online]. Available https://www.eatout.-

co.za/article/2018-eat-out-chef-year/. 

Schill, C. 2017. Human Behaviour in Social-Ecological Systems: Insights from economic experi-

ments and agent-based modelling. Doctoral dissertation. Stockholm: Stockholm Resilience Centre, 

Stockholm University.  

!73

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/

https://www.eatout.co.za/article/2018-eat-out-chef-year/
https://www.eatout.co.za/article/2018-eat-out-chef-year/


SDG2 Advocacy Hub, 2017. Background Document: Chefs’ Manifesto. London: SDG2 Advocacy 

Hub. 

Shollenbarger, M., 2015. The World’s Best Food Cities: Reader’s Choice Awards. Conde Nast Trav-

eler, Conde Nast.   

Stake, R., 1995. The art of case study research. Thousand Oakes, Ca: Sage. 

Tembo-phiri, C., 2019. Edible Fynbos plants: A Soil Types and Irrigation Regime Investigation on 

Tetragonia decumbens and Mesembryanthemum crystallinum. Masters Thesis. Stellenbosch: Agri-

Sciences, University of Stellenbosch.  

Terre Blanche, M., Durrheim, K., Painter and Desmond, 2006. Research in Practise: Applied meth-

ods for the social sciences. 2nd ed. Cape Town: University of Cape Town Press. 

Traill, B., 2006. The Rapid Rise of Supermarkets? Development Policy Review 24(2): 163-174.  

Towns, A., Potter, D., and Idrissa, S., 2013. Cultivated, caught, and collected: Defining culturally 

appropriate foods in Talle, Niger. Development in Practice 23(2): 169-183.  

Ulla, G., 2011. Dan Barber, Renowned Chefs Draft Letter to Young Chefs. Eater, Vox Media, 12 

September. [Online]. Available https://www.eater.com/2011/9/12/6654713/dan-barber-renowned-

chefs-draft-letter-to-young-chefs 

Valente, L., Britton, A., Powell, M., Papadopulos, A., Burgoyne, P. and Savolainen, V., 2014. Corre-

lates of hyper diversity in South African ice plants (Aizoaceae). Bot. J. Linn. Soc. 174: 110-129.  

Vidal-Ortiz, S., 2008. People of Color. In Schaefer, R., Encyclopaedia of Race, Ethnicity and Soci-

ety. Thousand Oaks, California: SAGE Publications.  

Voelker, J., 2016. The Best Food Cities in the World Right Now. Conde Nast Traveler, 11 April. 

[Online]. Available https://www.cntraveler.com/galleries/2015-04-07/worlds-best-food-cities-read-

ers-choice-awards-2014 
!74

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/

https://www.eater.com/2011/9/12/6654713/dan-barber-renowned-chefs-draft-letter-to-young-chefs
https://www.eater.com/2011/9/12/6654713/dan-barber-renowned-chefs-draft-letter-to-young-chefs
https://www.eater.com/2011/9/12/6654713/dan-barber-renowned-chefs-draft-letter-to-young-chefs
https://www.cntraveler.com/galleries/2015-04-07/worlds-best-food-cities-readers-choice-awards-2014
https://www.cntraveler.com/galleries/2015-04-07/worlds-best-food-cities-readers-choice-awards-2014
https://www.cntraveler.com/galleries/2015-04-07/worlds-best-food-cities-readers-choice-awards-2014


Weatherspoon, D. and Reardon, T., 2003. The rise of supermarkets in Africa: Implications for agri-

food systems and the rural poor. Development Policy Review 21(3): 333-355.  

Western Cape Government, 2016. Government Household Food and Nutrition Security Strategic 

Framework. Western Cape: Department of the Premier.  

Western Cape Government, 2016. Nourish to Flourish: An overview of the Western Cape Govern-

ment Strategic Framework for Household Food and Nutrition Security. Department of the Premier. 

Western Cape: Department of the Premier. [Online]. https://www.westerncape.gov.za/food 

Wooten, S., 2016. An Indigenous ‘Slow’ Food Revolution: Agriculture in the West African Savanna. 

Dublin Gastronomy Symposium: Food and Revolution: 236-245.  

World Health Organisation, 2018. Global Nutrition Report: Shining a light to spur action on nutri-

tion. Rome: WHO.  

World Restaurant Awards, 2019. Restaurant of the Year: Wolfgat. The World Restaurant Awards, 

IMG. [Online]. Available https://restaurantawards.world/restaurant-year-wolfgat 

Ziervogel, G., 2019. Unpacking the Cape Town drought: lessons learned. Climate Resilience Paper 

for Cities Support Programme. Cape Town: African Centre for Cities. 

!75

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/

https://www.westerncape.gov.za/food
https://restaurantawards.world/restaurant-year-wolfgat

	Keywords
	Abstract
	Declaration
	Acknowledgements
	Contents
	List of figures, tables and illustrations
	Chapter 1: Introduction
	1.1 Overview and positioning
	1.2 Research problem
	1.3 Conceptual framework
	1.4 Overarching research methodology
	1.5 Thesis structure
	Chapter 2: Literature review
	2.1 The colonial present in South Africa
	2.2 Potential and challenges of neglected underutilised species (NUS)
	2.2.1 General review of NUS
	2.2.2 NUS of the Cape Floristic Region (CFR)
	2.3 Linkages between NUS, land & traditional ecological knowledge (TEK)
	2.4 The role of gastronomy in promoting the usage of NUS
	2.4.1 Gastronomic use of NUS globally
	2.4.2 Gastronomic use of NUS in the Cape Town area
	Chapter 3: Research design and implementation
	3.1 General design
	3.1.1 Methods
	3.1.2 Limitations
	3.2 Implementation and fieldwork
	Illustration Set 2, Source: J Willis
	First row, from left: Cocktail containing kapokbos called the sakman and hash-tagged #sakman and #forage; bar bio including “Indigenous botanicals, bitters, shrubs, cocktails & food”.
	Second row: Wild-harvested kelp advertisement; Dish containing kapokbos.
	Third row: Dish containing soutslaai (labeled “Sea Herbs”); Dish containing dune spinach and wild garlic.
	Chapter 4: Results
	4.1 Presentation of findings
	4.1.1 Knowledge
	4.1.1.a Knowledge-related challenges
	Limited knowledge around use and loss of TEK
	Limited knowledge around cultivation
	Complexity around ownership and possession of TEK
	4.1.1.b Knowledge-related motivations
	Improved relation to nature
	Reconnection to heritage and identity
	4.1.2 Access
	4.1.2.a Access-related challenges
	Limited supply and access
	Limited cultivation material
	Wild-harvest sustainability
	Wild-harvest legality
	Commercial development of the market and associated risks
	Illustration Set 3
	Source: J Willis
	4.1.2.b Access-related motivations
	Cultivation as a sustainable alternative to wild harvesting
	Agroecological cultivation as a sustainable alternative to conventional agriculture
	4.1.3 Gastronomy
	4.1.3.a Gastronomy-related challenges
	Exclusivity
	Stigma and aspiration
	Superficiality
	Adherence to seasonality
	Unknown tastes and textures
	4.1.3.b Gastronomy-related motivations
	Engagement with gastronomic trends
	Pursuit of unique ingredients
	Local food culture and identity
	4.2 Discussion
	4.2.1 Power awareness
	4.2.2 Sustainability
	4.2.3 Health and food security
	4.2.4 Social and cultural significance
	4.2.5 The role of chefs
	Chapter 5: Conclusion
	5.2 Key findings and recommendations
	5.3 Further research
	References



